[image: ]
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 1

				
001. Barbarians of the North (1)

Clunk-thud—clunk-thud—

The carriage jolted violently, possibly having struck a small rock. A middle-aged coachman, nibbling on jerky as if bored at the coachman’s seat, sneakily glanced back at the carriage’s interior.

Thanks to the careful stacking by the trading company’s workers, the goods destined for sale were safe. He had almost expected an earful. Fortunately, that was not the case.

Having confirmed the safety of the goods, he turned his attention to the passengers within the carriage.

A neatly dressed young woman was comforting a child cradled in her arms. The carriage’s lurch must have startled the child slightly, causing the coachman to narrow his eyes.

“Are you alright? The road here is a bit rough, so there was a slight mishap.”

The apology, devoid of any real sense of remorse, was met with a slight nod from the young woman, who then returned her focus to soothing the child.

People could be so awkward… Couldn’t she at least have responded? Grumbling inwardly, the coachman shifted his gaze to another passenger.

It was an elderly man with flecks of white in his beard, who appeared unaffected by the recent jolt, eyes closed in rest. Had it not been for the occasional rise and fall of his chest, one might have thought him deceased.

“How much longer until we reach Cherno?”

“Hmm…? Quite a ways off still. At least another ten nights.”

The question was sudden, but the coachman answered kindly. The inquirer was an exceedingly beautiful woman.

Skin so fair it could be mistaken for nobility, lustrous brown hair, and curves evident even beneath her robe…

“Ahem. If all goes well, seven nights might suffice.”

The coachman, having blatantly scanned the woman’s face and figure, cleared his throat. He then remembered the merchant lord’s instruction to treat this woman with utmost care, hinting at dire consequences for any displeasure caused.

‘What’s with that, she’s no dark mage…?’

“Well, that’s up to the heavens, isn’t it? Just relax.”

“Thank you.”

The woman offered a smile, causing the coachman to grin foolishly before he reached for the reins once more, only to suddenly address another passenger huddled in a corner.


“Any issues with you?! Mister Hunchback. You always look so gloomy; I’d think you were dead if I didn’t know any better.”

It was unclear whether this was concern or mockery, but it certainly wasn’t meant kindly.

The man referred to as the hunchback had his face and body fully concealed beneath a large robe, his back bent so severely it was as if he’d been twisted by a dark mage’s experiment.

“I’m fine.”

“Is that so…?”

Surprisingly, the hunchback replied in a profoundly deep voice, prompting the coachman to sniff disdainfully and grab the reins.

‘What’s with the cripple going on a journey? The world’s become a strange place.’

Thus, the carriage continued on its journey, carrying a mother and child, a young woman, an old man, and a bent figure, from the eastern reaches of the Argon Kingdom to the orchard-famed lands of Cherno.

“Excuse me.”

Perhaps wearied by the monotonous journey, the young woman, notable for her beautiful features, showed interest in the hunchback immersed in a book in the corner.

“What are you reading?”

“……”

“‘In the Beginning of Existence’… Wow. Are you interested in the Mythic Era?”

Receiving no reply, the woman peered at the book’s cover herself and exclaimed in admiration.

“There are so many fascinating myths from the Mythic Era. The Pantheon Church denies it, but they say it was an era dominated by beings that predated their gods. What do you think? Do you believe it’s real?”

“…I’m studying to find out.”

“Ha! Right? So, are you heading to Cherno because of your research into the Mythic Era?”

“Somewhat. And somewhat not.”

“Hmm. That’s a vague answer.”

In an era overwhelmingly dominated by illiteracy, the chance to engage in such an academically inclined conversation excited the woman.


Even if that conversation partner was a hunchback. Or perhaps, that made it even more intriguing.

“Certainly, the western regions of the Argon Kingdom are largely unexplored. You might find ruins related to the Mythic Era there. Not a bad choice… Ah!”

Clunk—thud! Clunk—

Excitedly engaged in conversation, the woman yelped and stumbled as the carriage jolted once more. Fortunately, the hunchback reached out, preventing her from injuring herself, though their cargo was tossed about.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

The woman smiled awkwardly, having been supported by the hunchback, whose body, unexpectedly, was incredibly sturdy. It felt almost like being held by a rock.

“Hmm. Was there an accident? That wasn’t a normal shake…”

“We’re under attack! An arrow was shot from over there causing the horses to panic and shake us violently, so stay inside and keep quiet!”

The response came from the front of the carriage. The sounds of battle indicated that they were directly engaging the attackers.

As bandit attacks were all too common, most passengers remained calm, assuming the caravan’s guards would handle the situation as usual—either fighting off the attackers or negotiating with a bribe.

“Don’t let them get close, shoot your arrows! They don’t have shields!”

“If you don’t want to starve tonight, charge—!”

However, contrary to expectations, the conflict escalated, marked by shouting and the sound of weapons clashing for quite some time.

‘This doesn’t bode well.’The hunchbacked man cast a quick glance out the window. By all accounts, it would not have been strange for hands to have been shaken and reconciliation reached by now, yet the battle outside continued unabated.

And violently so.

“These don’t seem like ordinary bandits…?”

“We’re losing.”

“Though their gear is worn, they’re incredibly skilled in combat. The way they’re tightening the encirclement is not the work of amateurs.”

“Either deserters or mercenaries disguised as bandits, I’d wager.”


“A common enough sort.”

“Indeed.”

The woman and the hunchbacked man exchanged words with remarkable calm.

However, the woman, being a mage capable of defending herself, presented a contrast to the sight of the hunchback, whose physical condition suggested he was not nearly as capable.

“Shouldn’t we, shouldn’t we be running?”

The voice of a middle-aged beauty, holding a child, trembled. She cast desperate glances around, seeking agreement.

But the response she received was cold.

Run? To where? It would be better to pray for the caravan guards to win.

“If you think you can break through the bandits on your own, by all means. Oh, but you’re not alone, are you? There’s the child.”

“That’s…”

The woman responded with a cutting sarcasm, and the beauty’s face fell as she clutched her child like a talisman.

“Hmm. It seems I’m the only one here capable of fighting. What about you? Despite the bent back, you seem quite sturdy.”

“Hard to say.”

The man’s response was lukewarm, but the woman had not expected much, to begin with, and, shrugging, she exited the room.

Incredibly, her appearance seemed to bring the ongoing battle to a sudden standstill.

For the bandits, the sudden emergence of a strikingly beautiful woman was a distraction, whereas the guards ceased fighting in awe of the mage’s intervention.

“Eh. Is she some noble lady? Quite the stunner.”

“A noble? Wouldn’t touching one introduce a world of trouble?”

“Idiot. If they’re all dead, nobles or whatever means nothing. Why act so green?”

The bandits were momentarily taken aback by the woman’s beauty but quickly shrugged it off and began to sneer ominously.

“Ha ha… You folks seem full of vigor.”

“I wish you were too, miss. We do have the advantage in numbers, after all!”

“Krakakak!”

The bandits burst into crass laughter, but the woman merely smiled back.

This puzzled the bandits. To face such disrespect yet laugh it off – was she not quite right in the head?

Alternatively, perhaps she simply failed to grasp the gravity of her situation.

Unknown to them, however, she harbored no such confusion. Why bother getting angry at those doomed to die?

Without much ado, flames sparked to life in the woman’s hand, growing from a torch-sized ball into a head-sized orb in an instant, before launching at the face of a bandit, who had been impudently grinning.

“Aaargh───!”

The bandit screamed as his face was engulfed in flames, which then invaded his throat and lungs, silencing him.

A chilling silence followed. The remaining bandits hesitated, clearly intimidated now that they faced a mage.

In a battle of otherwise even forces, a mage represented an asymmetrical threat, significantly altering the balance by casting spells from a distance.

“Damn it-”

“Now! Attack! Don’t let her escape!”

The caravan’s guards, seizing the moment, advanced to form a protective barrier around the mage so she could cast her spells unhindered.

Seeing this, the bandits began to retreat, some even dropping their weapons to flee, fearing becoming the mage’s next target.

The situation took another drastic turn.

“What fools.”

With a swift motion, the head of a retreating bandit was severed by a greatsword in a display of formidable strength – a finesse not easily achieved.

Yet, more startling was the appearance of the swordsman.

“Keep pushing, and this could have been over… Leave none alive who flee.”

The deep, resonant voice was reminiscent of a wild beast’s call. Notably, he stood a head taller than the already robust bandits, his size suggesting perhaps a lineage mingled with that of an orc.

Clad not in armor but in beast hides, his bare torso featured tattoos extending up to his face.

“Barbarian…?!”

A cry came from among the caravan party. It was an understandable reaction.

A barbarian from beyond the frost-bitten northern wastes was indeed such a being. Warriors living solely for slaughter and victory, capable of decimating dozens single-handedly.

What made barbarian truly feared was their indiscriminate massacre of all – women, children, the elderly alike – and the rumors that they would consume the corpses of their victims as trophies of victory.

Whether these tales were true, no one could say for certain.

“Hmm. A young female mage, huh? Occasionally, a gentle touch isn’t so bad.”

It seemed likely that the rumors were true, judging by the barbarian’s reaction. The barbarian licked his lips as he scanned the woman from head to toe, trembling went through the crowd not because of his lust, but because of the hunger in his eyes – a hunger for flesh. 

“So it’s true, the barbarian do indulge in cannibalism!” 

The caravan was in a state of turmoil. No matter how one thought about it, the barbarian, who looked more like an orc’s offspring than a frail mage, felt far more threatening. While the mage could eliminate the enemy with a completed spell, there seemed little chance of fending off these fearsome barbarian and their ilk in the meantime.

“Hand over the woman and your goods quietly, and I’ll spare your lives─!” 

A way out presented itself, and the reactions were oddly mixed. There was only a woman among the passengers aboard the carriage, and since life was more valuable than money, negotiating seemed the better option. That was the apparent consensus. 

“Hmm….” Whether she realized she was about to be sold out or not, the corner of the woman’s mouth lifted. She looked at the barbarian who had changed the situation with a single word, her gaze heavy with meaning.

Meanwhile, after the woman left, a hunchbacked man who had been quietly observing the outside slowly stood up. “What are you planning to do? You surely can’t mean to go out there? With your body in that condition…” 

The woman hesitated but tried to stop the hunchbacked man. It wasn’t out of concern for him; having even a cripple nearby felt somewhat reassuring.

However, the hunchback paid her no attention and slowly walked outside. It seemed the caravan had decided to accept the barbarian’s proposal. The guards were slowly retracting to the back, revealing the hunchbacked man’s presence. Naturally, all eyes turned to him. 

“What’s with that cripple.” 

“Damn unlucky. They’re even taking in someone like that as a passenger?” 

The bandits spat, looking at the hunchback cloaked in a robe as if they were staring at a bug harboring the plague. 

“Tsk. Just kill him. He’s an eyesore.” 

The barbarian had a similar reaction. Waving his hand to command his death, a boastful bandit approached, with the fully alert mage paying him no mind. The bandit, unguarded as if he never expected the hunchback to counter, raised his sword. 

“Heh. Curse your mother for birthing you like that. Do it in hell.” 

“Seems like you lacked proper home training. Didn’t you know personal attacks are off-limits?” 

“What?” 

In the moment of his questioning- Something suddenly burst out from beneath the hunchback’s robe. To the bandit standing right in front of him, it seemed as huge as an ogre’s limbs, filling his entire view. That it was a human arm, belonging to the hunchback he ridiculed. 

“Live…” 

He realized only in the moment of his death. Crunch- The sound of bones crushing was chillingly clear. “What’s this sound?” 

The bandits eagerly anticipating the slaughter, the mercenaries of the caravan who coldly abandoned their guests, the barbarian observing the situation with indifference, and even the mage who chuckled with his arms crossed… 

All were rendered speechless, staring at the hunchbacked man. What? He broke a neck with one hand? Could he really be a dark mage’s experiment? Such questions followed. 

“Shit…” 

“A monster created by a dark mage!” 

Crunch. Crunch. 

Now, eerie bone sounds started emanating from the hunchbacked man himself, but the texture was different. It wasn’t breaking, but rather like a deeply slumbering dragon stretching awake. 

Crunch. Crunch. 

His bent back straightened, and his stature, which seemed dwarfed by how much he had been hunched inward, expanded as if swelling up. 

Finally standing upright, the hunchback… no, the giant ripped off his robe harshly. 

“I was planning to stay out of it, but well…” 

He was larger than anyone else there. To the extent that the bandits’ leader, taller than most, had to tilt his head back to look up. 

His broad shoulders could easily carry a few men, and his thick limbs were not inferior to any orc or troll in terms of green skin. 

Unlike the bandit leader, he was half-naked and draped in the fur of beasts, yet the distinction in their grandeur was immense. 

Especially since he exuded a presence as if he could tear apart all the humans here on the spot, and his size seemed even more formidable against the giant’s frame. 

Most notably, his ash-gray skin and gray eyes brought to mind the landscape of a snow-capped mountain. 

“That, that figure is…!” 

“Gotta deal with the counterfeit somehow.” 

The warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge, known as the frozen wasteland of the North, bared his teeth towards the fake barbarian trying to imitate him.
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002. Barbarians of the North (2)

Known in the icy ravines as the Son of Gordi, or Gordi Khan by the ways of the continental humans, that was the giant’s name. 

Indeed, there were quite a few names used to refer to him, but he didn’t particularly like any of them. Executioner, Human Troll, among other ominous titles, were all he had.

‘Well, I doubt there are many here who would recognize me anyway.’

Khan stretched out his stiff body as he casually tossed aside a corpse with a broken neck. 

Meanwhile, he meticulously examined the cannibalistic psycho who was deeply immersed in playing the part of a barbarian. His skin was smeared with a murky gray, mimicking the ashen skin of the people from the icy ravines, alongside the battle tattoos famous among the Greenskin warriors. It was obvious he had haphazardly imitated the features of barbarian, probably sufficient due to the rarity of actual barbarian sightings.

‘Could it be… everyone was fooled?’

Even as she was abandoned by the caravan guards, the female mage who smiled gleefully seemed to have seen through the facade from the beginning.

“Thinking you could impersonate a northern warrior so poorly. How audacious!”

Just then, the fake barbarian boldly proclaimed his ambition. Khan, puzzled by the sudden proclamation, soon accepted the notion that this man had struck the first blow.

Knowing that taking the initiative and having a loud voice were crucial in politics, this guy seemed smarter than he looked.

“What are you doing! Not slaughtering this impostor─!”

Whether convinced by his boldness or not, the thieves hesitantly closed in.

Khan smirked, thinking how foolish they were.

Their technique, taking advantage of the open terrain, seemed quite threatening.

With the carriage behind and spears thrusting from the front and sides, it was impossible to defend against, by continental standards.

Khan’s handaxe drew a horizontal streak of light.

Zing!

Infused with mighty strength, the handaxe snapped the spear shafts and even pulled out the hands holding them. Screams erupted.

At this, a warrior who retained the primal wildness of ancient times burst into laughter.


“Kahahahaha─!”

“Th-that…!”

The barbarian warrior’s laughter seemed to pound on their hearts. The face of the fake barbarian, who was watching from behind, stiffened. Something was dreadfully wrong!

But by the time he realized, it was too late.

Like a wolf from the icy ravines brutally slaughtering a herd of terrified sheep, the scene unfolded in an instant. His gray eyes glimmered with murderous intent.

‘What is he?’

Becoming an impersonator of a barbarian was a trivial decision for him.

He had indulged in his unique hobby of cannibalism freely, receiving reactions like, ‘Well, he’s a barbarian. That can be expected.’

So, he crudely applied the Greenskin tattoos and roamed the western kingdoms robbing caravans.

He had also realized halfway through that imitating a barbarian was surprisingly effective in intimidating opponents.

Today was supposed to be the same. He planned to terrify a seemingly vulnerable caravan, snatch the women and money he wanted. But he never expected to encounter a real barbarian!

“Le-leader…!”

“Have mercy-!”

How could human bodies be so fragile? Why did they break and get chopped up so easily! The scene unfolding before his eyes felt like a dream, his head went fuzzy.

But one thing was crystal clear. Stand still, and you die.

“Hold on. Wait! Let’s talk!”

Did his desperate appeal work? The barbarian’s massacre ground to a halt, the axe freezing just in front of a thief’s nose, causing him to collapse with an embarrassing squeal.

“You want to talk?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

‘How can someone’s face be so terrifying!’


In truth, he had contributed to the barbarian’s fearsome reputation, assuming half of the rumors were exaggerated. But now, seeing him up close, it seemed all too real.

‘With that face, it’s no surprise…!’

“I apologize for not recognizing the real you! I have long admired the valiant warriors of the north and strived to emulate them, and now that I’ve met one in person, I’m thrilled! Shall we converse in the northern way?”Of course, it was all nonsense. They were just spitballing ideas, but once voiced, they seemed fairly plausible.

Contrary to the rumors that all barbarian are ignoramuses incapable of conversation, this barbarian was impressively fluent in the kingdom’s language. If they could speak the same language, then there seemed to be room for negotiation!

“Northern ways, you say… Do you even know what you’re talking about?”

“Of course!”

The immediate nod was met with an approving nod from Khan. It seemed to strike a chord with him, as a murmuring voice faintly suggested, “Conversation is good.”

“Lay down your weapons. We warriors shall have an honest discussion.”

Upon their leader’s command, the bandits quickly disarmed.

It wasn’t so much respect for the command, as fear of the monster who could lift a man with one hand and snap his neck.

The disguised barbarian, while inwardly understanding the situation, grimaced. We’ll see when I get back, you little brats. With that, he slowly approached the barbarian.

“My name is Jacob. And you are?”

“Khan, son of Gordi.”

“Yes, Khan, son of Gordi. I failed to recognize the Northern warrior I’ve long admired and made a mistake. As a token of my apology, I will give you ten women and a sack of gold.”

It was a roundabout way of saying, “I’m offering you this much for my life. Can you spare me?”

Since Khan showed no particular reaction, Jacob, the fake barbarian, secretly bit his lip.

‘Is he asking for more?’

“Fine! Very well! A Northern warrior indeed has a generous spirit! I’ll even add my prized tiger skin to your gift…”

“Why is this bastard so talkative.”

Huh? Caught off guard by the sudden crass remark, Jacob stared blankly at Khan.


Had he heard wrong? But then in an instant, realizing his error, the axe blade gleamed threateningly close.

“Wai…!”

Crunch!

Jacob’s body, now just a stand for the hand axe, collapsed limply.

And then silence fell…

For a leader of a band of bandits that had terrorized the region, it was an extremely ignominious death, leaving his followers at a loss, muttering in confusion.

Khan, nonchalantly, extracted the hand axe from Jacob’s head.

Jacob’s wide-open eyes seemed to ask ‘why?’ which only made Khan snort in derision.

“We’ll do it our way.”

Fist and knife, hand axe. The barbarian’ favorite means of communication.

***

***

***

The traders who had abandoned their guests and fled tentatively returned, eyeing the situation carefully.

The reason being, they coveted the bandits’ equipment and the wealth hidden in their hideout.

It was a situation that called for a rebuke of their lack of shame, but Khan didn’t bother.

Seeking conscience in this world was foolish to begin with. They were all the same: traders, mercenaries, bandits, criminals.

“Gather all the equipment and assets, and handle the disposal. I’ll give you thirty percent of the proceeds.”

“Thank you, my lord!”

The lead trader, hitherto sallow-faced, bowed deeply.

The prospect of handling the transportation and miscellaneous arrangements, on top of receiving unexpected revenue, brightened his demeanor.

Meanwhile, the escort mercenaries chased down fleeing bandits to kill them, and interrogated those they captured for the location of their treasures.

Khan, thinking they would handle it, was about to board the carriage.

After all, wasn’t sparing these cowards and hiring them meant to avoid such troublesome chores?

“A barbarian warrior single-handedly overpowering a dozen men, and from the East no less… I do have someone in mind, but could I be mistaken?”

A female mage’s murmur caught his attention.

As he thought before, an unnecessarily curious woman. Yes, unnecessarily…

“Well, I’m not too sure.””Is it because of the old fox of the frontier chasing you? If that’s the case, don’t worry. I’m just…”

“Sometimes, it’s best to leave a mistake as a mistake.”

Right after his sharp retort, Khan reclaimed his corner of the carriage and closed his eyes.

Despite his apparent disregard, the sounds of a mother and child struggling to come to terms with the reality that the hunchback they had underestimated was a ferocious barbarian were audible, but he found it too bothersome to react.

What he desired more was a wash.

‘I’d rather soak in a hot tub. And if possible, with a cold beer and some chicken…’

Thud-thud-

It seemed warnings had been sternly given that Khan should not be discomforted, for the carriage, now deviating from its original path towards the hideout of bandits, noticeably shook less.

The one posing as a brute turned out to be unexpectedly wealthy, owning assets that could rival a decent-sized estate, much to Khan’s satisfaction.

“If I catch you sneaking anything, I’ll rip off your arm.”

Dare to touch my belongings. With a axe in hand, Khan watched over the merchants loading goods with a stern look.

“I heard you like money, alcohol, and ancient artifacts related to the old gods. Seems it’s true seeing how bright your face has gotten.”

“Who wouldn’t like those?”

“Well, the first two maybe, but perhaps not so much the last?”

“The nobles like them. They say it’s a sophisticated hobby.”

“That could be. Vanity is what drives the humans, after all.”

Through their brief exchange, Khan could roughly guess the man’s status.

Someone who had a general understanding of noble habits but was not a noble himself. And a mage… There weren’t many candidates that fit the profile, possibly a mage from a tower.

However, what concerned him more than her status was her intent.

“Hey! If my goods are even slightly damaged, expect the same in return!”

“Yes, yes!”

Khan snapped at a merchant worker stumbling with a chest full of silver coins, not out of concern for the coins but as a pretext to buy time for thought.

‘What exactly is her ulterior motive for sticking around?’

Having caused quite the stir before fleeing the eastern parts of the kingdom, he had many reasons to feel uneasy.

Despite boarding the cart disguised as a hunchback and meeting this counterfeit person, the last thing he expected was to get entangled with a mage knowledgeable enough to recognize him.

Of course, as a man, having a beautiful woman show interest was not something to refuse. In the past, he might have even considered planning a family.

But not now.

There was an old saying to be wary of children, the elderly, young women, and mages, as well as devil worshipers. In that regard, this young female mage was…

“Two strikes.”

“Excuse me? Two strikes?”

“It’s a saying from the north. So, do you have business with me? You seem quite persistent.”

“Just curious. A barbarian who knows how to read. You’re as much of an anomaly as a non-cranky mage.”

After all, not all mages were antisocial lunatics.

Similarly, the idea of a barbarian being literate was, strictly speaking, preposterous. The folks from the northern frostbites couldn’t even be courteously described as intelligent.

They were brutish to the point of rivaling the greenskins in barbarity.

Her curiosity was perhaps understandable. Anyone with a slight knowledge about barbarian would think the same.

‘Well. It can’t be helped.’

The reason it couldn’t be helped… he wasn’t actually a barbarian. Or to be precise, while his physique belonged to a barbarian, his consciousness did not.

Born beyond the frostbites of the north, mistaken for either a person or an orc sibling, living among beings indistinguishable from humans or orcs, in search of new battles, he crossed the frostbites – the barbarian, Gordi Khan.

Inhabiting the body of such a character was a corpulent office worker in his thirties. That was the present Khan.

‘Tsk. Still regret it.’

As old memories suddenly emerged, his expression involuntarily soured.

Even after so much time had passed since he fell into this damned fantasy world, Khan often wondered. What if he had made a different choice that day?

That day…

The day he became entwined with this world.

Had he not launched the game.

Where would I be now?
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[Midland Quest]

With a vast map and a story so long it borders on verbose, a myriad of character builds to intower the drive to conquer, and a hardcore level of difficulty,

this was the name of a game that, thanks to its features heavily catered to the desires of Korean gamers for strategy and challenge, caused quite a stir for a time.

‘I too was seriously into it back in the day….’

It would not be an exaggeration to say he had burned through his college years with this game.

Finding this game once again as a man in his thirties was the result of an impromptu announcement of an expansion pack.

New races only selectable in the expansion pack, new quests, new endings… words that wildly ignited his desire to strategize had him clicking the purchase button without hesitation.

‘If I can beat others to strategizing and post proof, that would make it worth the money spent.’

That was indeed what he once sincerely thought.

Now, thrown into the world of the game, he wishes he could slap his past self across the face. It was, after all, among the choices he regretted the most in his thirty-some life.

Unfortunately… Skipping the story wasn’t the only mistake in his past.

Race selection.

Three races were added in the expansion pack. Elves, Dwarves, and Barbarians, each with distinctly clear advantages and disadvantages.

Elves, a long-lived race capable of summoning special entities known as spirits, with generally high stats across the board.

Dwarves, unique for their ability to craft their own gear and create peculiar items through a special skill known as “Magical Engineering.”

And then there were Barbarian warriors, lacking race-specific skills but unbeatable in sheer stats.

‘Elves seem too mainstream with too many enemies… Dwarves lack flair… So that leaves Barbarian warriors as the only option.’

Hmm, Barbarian warriors.

He delved into his past memories.


‘They were the only human race without mana, but known for their incredible physical strength, right? Probably.’

His uncertainty came from the fact that Barbarians were a rarer choice compared to Elves or Dwarves.

Initially, their homeland of Frost Gorge was situated at the very northern edge of the Midland, and their brute nature often led to early demise.

‘Let’s see… Skill costs health? Must be because they lack mana.’

The racial bonus stated that strength would increase by one upon leveling up, an incredibly overpowered trait. Moreover, combat skills gained proficiency faster, and the rank of each acquired skill was upgraded by default….

‘That’s ridiculously strong.’

Essentially, this was starting with double the strength stats and a cheat for skill proficiency. With this, it seemed like Barbarian warriors were uniquely overpowered, but was the balance right?

It must mean that spirits and Magical Engineering were just that overpowered, he speculated, and without hesitation, chose the Barbarian warrior.

‘But… weren’t Barbarians treated like trash?’

Human meat shields, the most exploited NPC, the best NPC to use and discard without repercussions, human Orcs, morons… 

Such were the nicknames given to Barbarian warriors among players, sadly, they were treated even worse among the NPCs.

‘Well, the merit is clear anyway. The initial character setup is…’

[Level 1]

[Strength: 12]

[Agility: 9]

[Health: 11]

[Intelligence: 2]

The stats were jaw-dropping.

Considering ‘human’ characters start with all stats fixed at 5, intelligence was a stat he could afford to neglect anyway since it related to mana and magic.

‘Next is appearance…’


The default appearance for male barbarian was a tall figure, about one and a half times bigger than other characters, with muscular arms and calves as big as a human head.

Gray eyes and ash-gray skin were quite distinctive, blending well with an… not just wild, but a ferocious face.

‘If there was a mature mode available, that would have been something.’

He jokingly thought about the implications while deciding to stick with the default appearance.

And he was granted two basic skills to start with.

[Swing (F) – 00%]

─ Consume health to swing with greater force. Weapon durability decreases.

[Ancient Bloodline (B) – 00%]

─ Level-up bonus, Strength +1

─ The native rank of combat skills increases by one level permanently.

The former was just slightly better than a basic attack skill while the latter was a character trait of the Barbarian warrior.

After choosing the skills, the backstory of the Barbarian warrior was next, but he scrolled down without reading. What use would knowing that be?

When the final decision button was activated, he pressed it without any hesitation.Immediately afterward,

“From this moment, the Trial of the Warrior begins───!”

“Uwaaaaah!”

“Ooh! Ooh! Ooh!”

He had become a barbarian warrior, Gordi Khan.

[Act 0, The Trial of the Warrior]

─A tradition of the northern Frost Gorge. Pass the Trial of the Warrior.

─Failure results in game over.


“Darn it. That shitty memory again……”

While enjoying a bath under the night sky, Khan’s face contorted at the sudden resurgence of an unpleasant memory.

Falling asleep only to dream a nightmare, it seems his guard had been let down due to a much-needed break.

‘The Trial of the Warrior.’

Even now, it was a dreadful memory.

Imagine, a man in his thirties, suddenly dropped into a place reminiscent of the Himalayas, forced to compete with muscular men.

And the content was creatively miserable.

Thrust into Frost Gorge with nothing but your skin, survive the fortnight, wrestle a Frost Gorge Orc—far stronger than ordinary orcs—and win, or subdue a Frost Gorge wolf that could even eat tigers with your strength…

How he managed to survive was a wonder even to himself.

If anything, it was thanks to the barbarian’s abnormally rugged physique and constantly becoming stronger through leveling up.

[Level 24]

[Strength: 58] +1

[Agility: 32] +2

[Stamina: 34] +2

[Intelligence: 2]

In ‘Midland Quest’, each level up awards three stat points.

The character’s build determines the arbitrary distribution of points, but for barbarian, strength, agility, and stamina each increased by one.

As a barbarian warrior, there’s an additional strength bonus from the racial perk, which accounted for these numbers.

‘I do want to surpass 60, though…’

At level 24, he was transitioning from the early to mid-phase of the game.

Conventionally, one could rush main quests to level up or solidify their foundation through various side quests before easily completing main quests.

Either way, completing quests was the correct path to growth. However-

‘I just don’t feel like doing quests because they’re annoying.’

The game’s quests fundamentally focused on ‘saving the world’, requiring the player character to risk their life constantly battling insane monsters like dragons, demons, and giants.

Not to mention, frequent quests involved mediating or directly ending wars even among humans.

‘Why the hell should I do that?’

Was that even a reasonable request? Even with a body that could smash rocks with a punch, he was still just an ordinary man in his thirties with a bit of a belly.

A commoner whose only good deed was giving up his seat on the bus isn’t meant to save the world…

Being dragged into a messed-up other world and obediently accepting quests to ‘Please save the world, brave hero.’, was something only a protagonist with a head full of flowers in novels could do.

‘A potbellied uncle like me is perfectly suited to be an extra.’

Thus, Khan’s goal was simple.

Survival and return to Earth.

His pursuit of the relics of the mythic era served the same purpose.

“It seems hopeless, though……”

‘Maybe it’s time to get up.’

Creak-

The wooden bath strained under the weight of the barbarian, letting out a scream.

Khan gently tapped the tub as if to say it had done a good job, then started to don his equipment again.

“My lord. Shall I prepare the meal right away?”

“Mm. Bring something hearty.”

Just then, a messenger rushed over and deftly handed him a soft cloth.

Judging by how unasked questions regarding the meal were promptly addressed, it seemed like the innkeeper had been emphatically instructed to milk him for all he was worth. Perhaps it was because he had generously tipped for the bathwater earlier?”What’s good is good, after all.”

“Over here! Please take a seat here, my lord!”

Guided by an excessively friendly attendant, Khan requested alcohol before food.

It was an oddly thirsty night. He found himself reminiscing the past. Perhaps it was because the stars in the night sky, dim and faint, resembled those of Earth.

“Here is your beer!”

As soon as the lukewarm beer went down his throat, Khan grimaced.

“It’s disgustingly bland.”

There was nothing to be done about it.

Getting to drink a cold beer whenever one wanted was a luxury not even the most noble could easily afford.

It was possible with magic. However, mages, being a prideful bunch, often hesitated to waste their magic on what they considered trivialities.

To request the use of magic for a cold beer, one would likely only earn derision unless there was a significant power discrepancy.

“Ah, back in the east, a mere request would suffice. How I miss it.”

Soon after, Khan’s face twisted horribly as he stuffed the food served by the attendant into his mouth.

“Damn, this tastes horrible.”

No wonder he didn’t want to return to Earth. Khan rekindled his desire to return as he vacuumed up the dishes.

“You look like you haven’t eaten in days. Do you always eat like this? Is it because of your size?”

As silky brown hair curtained her face, Khan merely nodded, confirming her identity without a word.

A familiar face.

The curious female mage who had traveled with him from the eastern kingdom to the western lands of the Count of Chernov.

Recognizing her, Khan focused back on his meal.

Chomp, chomp.

“Ah. I didn’t expect to be ignored. Didn’t we get along well?”

“When eating, one should not even disturb a dog.”

“Is that a proverb from the Frostlands?”

“Something like that.”

“One can’t be worse than a dog. Well, I’ll wait until you’re done eating then.”

He wished she would just leave. Instead of voicing this thought, Khan concentrated on devouring his meal. At least outwardly.

‘She’s within arm’s reach. Last time, her spellcasting was quick, and the power, average… Not sure about her shield, though.’

Considering the worst-case scenario, he visualized a battle with her in his mind.

Having awakened in this barbaric world, his encounters with mages had rarely ended well.

‘It shouldn’t be too difficult.’

It wasn’t until after he had finished eating and settled all accounts that Khan spoke.

“So. What do you want?”

“Hmm. So formal… I thought you’d at least offer a drink.”

Seemingly annoyed by his reluctance to beat around the bush, Khan made a motion to rise from his chair—a clear sign he wanted her to cut to the chase.

“Alright! Alright! You’re in such a hurry…”

Her pouting looked somewhat cute but Khan remained unmoved. What did it matter if she was pretty? She was still a mage.

“Here! Bring two beers and something to munch on!”

“Oh. You’re buying?”

“Normally, it’s the one who feels inferior who pays. And I am far from feeling inferior.”

“Eek.”

She shot him a glare.

‘So what?’

Khan couldn’t care less. As mentioned, she was a mage.

Finally, after paying for a snack and two beers, she managed to sit him down at the table.

“You’re nothing like the barbarian I imagined. Quite the slitherer.”

“People are not all the same. Now, what’s the persistent reason you’re sticking around for?”

“Hmm. Before we get to that, may I confirm one thing?”

Khan nodded in response, not intending to drag out the conversation with a cunning mage.

And then… her subsequent words hardened Khan’s expression.

“If my guess is correct, you’re that person, right? The barbarian whom the Witch of Loren desperately seeks…”

“Stop.”

Khan attempted to silence her, conscious of the onlookers, but she smirked and inevitably let slip a certain name.

A nickname he never thought he’d hear in the west.

“Ogre Slayer. That’s you, isn’t it?”
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“Please, don’t misunderstand. I didn’t come here with any bad intentions.”

Seeing Khan’s eyes immediately become fierce, the woman finally seemed to get scared and began to frantically gesture with her hands.

“People usually say that.”

“Who does?”

“Those who try to trick me. Now, they are all buried under the ground.”

Even after hearing what sounded like a threat, the woman remained calm.

“Have you only been deceived all your life? I’m telling you, that’s not the case.”

‘Really, having only been deceived would explain it.’

These cunning medieval fools seemed to act as if backstabbing was encoded in their DNA. This was especially true when dealing with barbarian, who were infamous for their ignorance; they would openly try to deceive them.

In this world, mistrust in humans wasn’t a flaw but an essential skill for survival.

“Ha… You really don’t trust people’s words, do you? Look, I’m not a suspicious person. See for yourself.”

[Gray Magic Tower affiliated mage, Eliya]

Khan’s aggressiveness subsided upon seeing the gray lettering engraved on a gold identity plaque. He recognized it as an identity plaque issued by the Magic Towers.

‘Why would a mage from the Magic Tower be in such a remote place?’

Regardless of the reason, a mage affiliated with the influential Magic Towers was surely a significant proof of identity.

Nobody would dare to falsely claim association with the Magic Towers unless they were mad or had no will to live.

“Now do you believe me? I’m not suspicious or here with bad intentions. Meeting you was nearly coincidental.”

“Coincidental?”

“To be precise, it wasn’t entirely by chance… I went east because I heard there was an ogre slayer, but then I heard from someone that you had hidden yourself while being chased by border guards.”


It turned out to be a complete waste of time. Eliya, having completely given up, had boarded a carriage back to the west.

“How fortunate. To think that the person I was searching for would be on the same carriage, with the same destination.”

“…Considering it’s a coincidence, it’s rather peculiar.”

Although it felt awkward to describe it as luck, the story was not inconsistent.

However, one thing bothered him.

“It mustn’t have been easy to gather information related to me. Perhaps for nobility or influential figures in the east, but does the Magic Tower have greater intelligence capabilities than I imagined?”

“Not really. A noble, who is close to my mentor, resides in the east, so I received a bit of help. Initially, it was my mentor’s command to search for you…”

“The Magic Tower’s mage ordered his disciple to search for me?”

Khan subtly caressed the handle of his axe.

‘Who could it be? Did they find out about my deed of burying two gray mages in the north? Or is it because I beheaded that old man who wanted to use me as an experimental subject? Or perhaps…’

It’s said that a thief feels a tickle on his own feet. Khan thought of grudges first upon hearing that a mage was looking for him. It was inevitable.

After all, the number of people he had killed with his own hands exceeded dozens.

“Your expression seems to be pondering something fierce, but it’s simple – we need you. More precisely, your strength is needed for the expedition to vanquish an ogre, but that’s beside the point.”

“My strength? Do you need me to move something heavy?”

“Not exactly… We need to catch a mutant troll found nearby. We intend to use it as research material, so it needs to be as intact as possible.”

“Sounds like a bothersome and troublesome request.”

The standard tactic for hunting trolls involved hacking them to pieces with a sword or completely demolishing them with powerful spells. If not, they could quickly regenerate.

“Accept or decline, that is secondary. The reward will be substantial, considering the difficulty of the task.”

“I’m aware of that. What I can offer is gold or enchanting your equipment with spells. How does that sound?”

Enchantment, huh? Not bad. Khan leaned forward interestedly across the table.


“An enchantment that can return a thrown weapon back to its place. Is it possible?”

“I don’t know the distance you’re thinking of, but yes, it’s possible. Though, as a barbarian lacks mana, the efficiency might be poor.”

“Hmmm…”

Enchantment meant inscribing spells on equipment to turn them into magical tools. Think of it as akin to an item effect for easier understanding.

However, unlike other races, barbarian lacked mana, necessitating the swapping of magic stones like batteries.

If Khan could indeed receive the enchantment as he envisioned, there would be no need to manually retrieve his thrown axe.

This would be akin to a fantasy version of Qi-controlled sword…

“Additionally, I can provide information related to ancient gods that I am aware of.”

Hearing this, Khan no longer needed to ponder.

“Get up.”

“Huh?”

Eliya, bewildered by the sudden demand, seemed of no concern to Khan as he abruptly sat up.

“Lead me to where the troll is. Right now.”

*

*

*

Naturally, Khan’s request was not accepted.

“How can you think of hunting after such heavy drinking? I need time to prepare… Let’s just rest today and move out tomorrow!”

Eliya strongly advised against it.

Since the client was not willing, Khan couldn’t force her, so he ended up drinking a few more glasses with her before falling asleep.


“I feel sluggish.”

The words he uttered after emptying a bottle of beer overnight were merely about feeling sluggish.

Truth be told, since falling into this accursed world, instances of him getting drunk were few and far between.

Whether all barbarian from the North were like that, or Khan’s body was particularly special, was unclear.

“Ah, do you feel alright?”

“I’m fine. Just a bit sluggish, is all.”

“That’s a relief.”

Eliya, with bleary eyes, greeted Khan at the agreed time on the first floor.

Magess have a lot to prepare, after all. Perhaps she spent the night storing spells for the hunt.

“Isn’t it a bit bad, coming out later than your client?”

“Am I late? It seemed like you were just early.”

Khan retorted playfully to Eliya’s teasing remark.

“I’m more worried about you, though. According to what I heard yesterday, we have to go quite deep.”

“That’s fine. Not all mages are frail, you see. Look.”

A snort of laughter escaped at her showing off non-existent muscles, while draped in a robe that hid her figure.

“Reassuring indeed. Then let’s head out.”

According to Eliya, the mutated troll was spotted in a mountain range owned by the Chernov Barony.

A place inhabited by various monsters, among them a two-headed troll that reigned supreme deep within…

‘Twin Headra. A classic mutation.’

This variant was larger, stronger, and had more formidable regenerative abilities than your average troll, making it a particularly troublesome beast to deal with. Khan’s job was to kill the Twin Head Troll in as intact a state as possible.

And to join in on gossiping about their employer.

“So, do you know what that old coot said last time?”

“What did he say?”

“If I’ve taken you under my wing despite your lack of talent, at least do the job you’re told to.”

Imitating her mentor, Eliya scrunched her face and spoke in a grumpy old man’s voice. Khan provided a noncommittal response.

For Khan, who had lived as an office worker, joining in on gossip was not a difficult task. In fact, he felt more at ease doing this than fighting.

‘Compared to pandering to those damned old fogies, comforting a pretty lady is actually welcome.’

“Nasty fellow.”

“Telling you. An old man on his deathbed trying to act young. Really a sight.”

As she vented, they had unknowingly entered the mountain range reportedly haunted by the mutated troll.

“Apparently, the area where the mutated troll appeared has been nearly devoid of people lately. There have been too many missing…”

“So, the monster hunting hasn’t been going well.”

“Seems likely. The journey is bound to be tough, so I’ll be relying on you when that time comes.”

Eliya’s warning about the rough path ahead quickly became reality.

From the very entrance of the mountain range, mutated beasts, transformed from animals, rushed at them, drawn by the scent of humans.

Crunch──.

As expected. Any beast that approached was met with the barbarian’s ruthless fist, shattering each monster’s skull without exception.

“You’re reliable. The ogre you caught before wasn’t even full-grown, was it?”

“That’s right.”

Khan recalled the moment he caught the ogre.

Even standing over 2 meters tall himself, he felt like a child in front of the ogre. And that was when the ogre had not even fully matured.If the ogre he had hunted had been an adult, it would have been impossible even to buy time at the vanguard. 

“I’m not so sure now…” 

“I thought it was a bit overrated, to be honest. Turns out I was worried for nothing.” 

Eliya glanced at Khan’s profile with a look of distaste. 

A black boar with sharp horns on its snout, known as a D-Hog, lay dead, decapitated. 

The D-Hog was a monster that even experienced mercenaries found troublesome. Yet, this extraordinary barbarian had burst its head open with a single punch. 

“Really. That’s incredible…” 

Eliya murmured an odd exclamation. Khan checked her expression, but the strange look had vanished. 

‘A misunderstanding?’ 

Is it because my prejudice against mages is too strong? No, it’s not like I detest them that much, is it? 

“We should search the area since they often appear around rocky zones.” 

“Let’s do that.” 

The progress of the task was remarkably smooth. 

Any monster that charged at them was no more than low-level fodder, and they reached their destination without any significant interruptions. 

All that was left was to find the mutant troll with two heads and deal with it. 

‘Traces. Traces.’ 

Although Khan’s tracking skills were far from being modestly described as good, large creatures like mutant trolls inevitably left traces. 

But no matter how much they searched, they couldn’t find any signs. It would not have been strange for some excrement the creature had left behind to appear by now. 

‘Could it already be dead…?’ 

“Still haven’t found it?!” 

Eliya’s voice could be heard from a distance. Even she, who was fairly strong for a mage, had long since grown tired from the prolonged hike. 

So, with a bold ‘leave it to me,’ she had searched the surroundings for nearly an hour… 

“Nothing at all. It’s strange.” 

Yes. That was the problem. 

The moment they stepped into the rocky mountain area, attacks from monsters ceased entirely. 

It is a sign that there’s an extremely powerful entity nearby. But not a single trace to be found? 

[Search (D) – 10%] 

Despite the low grade of his non-combat skill, Search, the situation was evidently peculiar. 

‘I need to discuss this.’ 

Thinking it would be useless to continue like this, Khan turned towards where Eliya was. Given the strange anomaly they had discovered, leaving her alone for too long wasn’t a good idea. 

As he was retracing his steps, Khan suddenly stopped in his tracks. 

“Damn it.” 

Something was there! The moment Khan muttered a curse, his hand flicked, and an axe shot out like a cannonball, swirling through the air and embedding far away. 

Boom! 

With a single axe, Khan whipped up a cloud of dense dust behind him. Crack! A beast-like monster split into pieces and flew apart. 

Yet, Khan’s expression remained dreadfully stern. 

‘The feel in my hand is unsatisfactory.’ 

It felt like bursting a rotting corpse. His keen gaze skimmed over the scattered flesh. 

The flesh, discolored as if it had been dead for a while, was scattered everywhere. What this implied. 

“Necromancer.” 

A necromancer indeed, of the sort who raises dead bodies to fight as if they were soldiers. ‘Damn it…’ Khan swore under his breath unconsciously. 

‘I thought it was weird that there were no traces. Did they hide the corpses under the ground!’ 

The axe he had reflexively thrown was now sorely missed. The thought of having to burst open rotting corpses with his bare hands was utterly loathsome. 

“Eliya──!” 

He called out for Eliya just in case, but no response came. Had she been taken by the necromancer during his brief return? Or else… 

“Kr────.” 

“Ki──.” 

His reverie was short. Roughly counting, about a hundred corpses surrounded Khan, showing their hostility. 

Their approach resembled an encroaching wave. 

And beyond the endless wave, a dark green giant with two heads was looking down at Khan, holding the familiar axe in its hand.
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 5

				
005. The Kind mage (2)

These days, in fantasy narratives, greenskins like orcs and trolls are typically depicted merely as XP delivery systems for the protagonist.

However, the greenskins of ‘Midland Quest’ are different.

These valiant warriors wield giant greatswords as if they were mere twigs and can easily withstand several thrusts of a dagger, provided their vital points are avoided.

‘Trolls, in some aspects, are even more troublesome than knights.’

While human knights might perish from a few well-placed stabs, trolls can regenerate unless decapitated or completely dismembered.

Even an ordinary troll is that tough, but what about one with two heads? Naturally, both heads need to be taken out for it to die. Its strength is also significantly greater compared to regular specimens.

‘And now, such creatures are being enhanced with dark magic……’

There was no longer any certainty of overpowering them with strength. Killing them in the usual manner of beheading seemed even more challenging……

“This is the worst.”

The target of the mission was found dead, the client had disappeared without a trace, and now, there was the added burden of dealing with undead monsters.

Considering what’s happened since getting involved with a mage, it seemed right indeed. mages are the root of all evil.

“Let’s recover the axe first.”

Doing something was better than doing nothing. Coming to that conclusion, Khan moved swiftly.

A monstrous monkey with half its face melted off charged at him, and with a casual swing of his arm, its body exploded.

That was the signal for battle.

The horde of undead surged towards Khan in a frenzy.

As the stench of rotting corpses grew stronger, indicating their closing distance, Khan forcefully stepped forward.

Boom─!

His superhuman strength overturned the ground where he landed.


Bang! A swung fist burst through the advancing corpses, temporarily creating a gap.

However, the gap was quickly filled again. No matter how much he smashed, tore, and shattered, the ranks of the corpses never seemed to thin.

‘This isn’t efficient at all.’

Seeming to realize that mere punching and kicking wouldn’t suffice, Khan grabbed one of the attacking monsters.

A boar-like monster he had encountered on his way. Gripping the short legs of the undead D-Hog with brute force, Khan swung the D-Hog’s corpse like a cudgel.

Crack──!

Even in death, the D-Hog was robust. It shattered any soft undead it collided with.

‘Good.’

The feeling in his hands was surprisingly satisfying. What’s more, using enemies to defeat other enemies was an incredibly efficient fighting style.

“Come at me, you bastards─!”

It was over in just a few breaths.

The time it took for the sturdy D-Hog’s corpse to be mangled beyond recognition was brief.

Snap!

After breaking about ten creatures, the D-Hog’s corpse finally gave out, having served its purpose. But Khan didn’t care. There were plenty more corpses around.

“Kahaha!”

It was almost a one-sided massacre. With a beast-like monster in one hand and a kobold in the other, every swing of Khan’s arms obliterated several undead.

While executing dual-wielding with corpses, rotten flesh and dark blood splattered everywhere, but his frenzy had long since taken over.

Khan simply crushed the wave of corpses with overwhelming violence. It was truly a battle worthy of the name barbarian warrior.

But even that didn’t last long.

“───.”


The inarticulate roar of the undead tingled his ears.

‘The real ones have finally shown up.’

With the fodder dealt with, Khan’s cool gaze settled.

An orc armored in dark magic-forged armor, a corpse golem kneaded from numerous bodies, a chimera crafted from various monsters…

“Kruck.”

And, unsurprisingly, the most troublesome of them all: an undead made from the body of a mutated troll. The dark mage who orchestrated this dire situation finally deployed his true forces.

‘It won’t be easy just to beat them down.’

Khan flexed and unflexed his fists, sizing up the situation, which was far from favorable.

The physical prowess of Khan, enhanced by his leveling up and the divine strength of a northern barbarian, made his body a formidable weapon. He had reached a level where dealing with orcs and trolls through punches and kicks was feasible.

But his opponents were no ordinary monsters.

“───!”

As if refusing to give him a moment to think, an orc clad in black armor roared and swung its sword.No matter how robust Khan’s physique may have been, the attack was not something he could catch with his bare hands.

Boom!

Right after rolling on the ground to dodge the greatsword, a corpse golem struck down with its fist as if it had been waiting, and Khan countered with a punch of his own.

Crack!

Unable to withstand the impact, the ground under Khan caved in.

“Kieee!”

At the moment a strange scream was heard from behind, Khan’s muscles trembled violently. The veins that bulged ferociously seemed like living creatures, and he pushed back the golem’s oppressive fist, kicking off the ground.

Though it seemed he managed to extricate himself somewhat, Khan bit his lip.

“Damn, they’re not giving me a moment’s rest!”


A chimera, with speed unbefitting its size, aimed for Khan’s nape, its claws ready to tear it apart. A strike that found its gap with deadly precision. This wasn’t a surprise attack a mindless corpse could achieve.

“The mage must be directing them!”

Blood spurted from Khan’s chest as he twisted his body in the air, the chimera’s face seeming to hold a sneer. “Already dead and still so presumptuous…!”

With a searing heat crossing his chest along with the bleeding, Khan harshly grasped the chimera’s wrist that had ravaged his chest, then planted his stance as firmly as if rooting himself into the ground. And then-

Crunch! Screeeech!

The chimera, now with its arm completely torn off, let out a horrendous scream. Immediately after, Khan’s foot, sharp as a spear, struck the chimera’s chest.

Bang!!

The chimera, with its chest blown open, was flung far away as Khan’s eyes radiated with fierce light. Despite inflicting wounds that would have killed a normal creature long ago, the situation did not improve. Khan bled profusely from his chest, unlike the undead, which would simply regenerate.

To end this situation, he had to take down the mage.

However, finding a dark mage who had laid traps from the start and concealed their presence with spells would be difficult without being a mage himself.

During a brief standoff, Khan’s mind raced. Though a barbarian might have mindlessly charged, he had the intellect of a modern person.

“This is a trap set specifically for me. Then, why would a necromancer target a barbarian?” Obviously, to turn them into undead. Khan’s thoughts started with simple speculation then branched into numerous possibilities.

“Necromancy is stronger when it turns a living being into undead rather than manipulating corpses.”

“Orc warriors, corpse golems, chimeras, mutant trolls. Each one is elite in strength. Managing four such beings at once suggests at least a mid-level mage.”

“A mid-level mage’s detection spell only extends a few times beyond their line of sight. They must be nearby, observing and directing the battle.”

Knowledge accumulated through games, experience gained by rolling through another world…

The best solution he could devise was almost a gamble. Well, it had to be, given he had walked right into the mage’s trap.

At least he should be thankful there was a way out.

“Hmph. Shall we give it a try?”

*

*

*

“What in the world is that…!” 

The dark mage, who had been overseeing the battle, could not contain his astonishment. 

They had been confident. Even a superhuman who had hunted a young ogre, with the forces they painstakingly created, should have been easy prey.

That belief did not waver midway.

After the undead, raised for the purpose of draining Khan’s stamina, were destroyed, the ‘masterpieces’ – the elite undead – had seemed to overwhelm the barbarian warrior.

But the tide turned after the barbarian muttered something and then rendered the chimera incapable of action with a single blow. Suddenly, he started running somewhere, an act that seemed like suicide because a mutated troll that the dark mage had enhanced over several months awaited in that direction.

He was confident in the troll’s regenerative abilities, now close to immortality due to necromancy, and strengthened muscles, which he believed could compete even with an ogre. He thought his decrepit master would drool with envy upon seeing it. 

No matter how strong that barbarian warrior might be, he was supposed to be easily torn to pieces in front of the mutant troll.

“No!”

The dark mage, who had been hiding, sprung up. There was no point in setting up traps and making plans otherwise. Not just any ogre, but a warrior who had hunted one – the minions created from such a body would be exceptionally strong, a fact the necromancer knew best.

“Maybe, I could finally escape from my master…!”The dark mage felt the need to intervene and dissolved his magical invisibility.

Instantly, the veil of darkness concealing the mage was lifted.

Surprisingly, the location was the midst of a battlefield where barbarian and undead were clashing, specifically, in the barbarian’s rear.

“Khan-! I will help you!”

From the rear of the barbarian, the dark mage Eliya revealed her form, and the spell manifested from her hands, the ‘Silence Chamber of Arachne’ from the Gray Tower, enshrouded the body of a mutant troll, bypassing the barbarian completely.

To anyone watching, it was clearly a spell cast in aid of the barbarian, who in turn thrust his fist forward in response.

“Grrr───!”

However, the magical bind holding the mutant troll snapped effortlessly, as if there had never been any intention to restrain it, without the slightest resistance.

Pop-.

As a result, the barbarian who allowed himself to be hit by the mutant troll was sent flying through the air.

“Ha-haha! Finally…!”

Eliya laughed out loud while leisurely watching the barbarian collide with a rock and struggle to get up.

“With you! With your prowess, even my master can’t help but acknowledge me. A warrior who hunted an ogre, no less?! You’ll be turned into a superior minion compared to that mutant troll. And then! If that happens……!”

A hint of madness could be perceived in her demeanor, her emotional height reaching an unnecessarily swift peak.

“I could even surpass that foolish master of mine?! Really. Thank you so much! Khan!”

Pfft.

The barbarian, Khan, spat out a mouthful of blood as he struggled to his feet, and Eliya’s shoulders shook with excitement.

“This is why one should not associate with mages.”

Khan watched the spectacle with a cold, motionless gaze. No emotion could be felt from his eyes.

No betrayal, no bewilderment, no question, nothing.

Just self-reproach. At this, Eliya’s head tilted at an eerie angle.

“Huh? You speak words that wound. I quite fancied you, you know……. We did communicate well, didn’t we?”

“Didn’t I say it at the start. mage.”

“What’s that?”

“What happens to those who try to cheat me.”

Khan, who had seized an axe during the collision with the mutant troll, looked at Eliya, a woman with striking brown curls, with an emotionless expression and said,

“They all got buried.”

“Ha-ha. So it was? Indeed.”

Eliya turned her neck back to its original position and smirked lightly.

“Really think you can do it with that body? I don’t want to hurt you any further……. But if you resist, there’s nothing I can do.”

Her scorn deepened at the sight of Khan pulling back his arm, as if blatantly preparing to throw his axe.

“You think it’s a done deal? Assuming my little ones won’t break through and that tiny axe will embed in my head?”

Khan didn’t respond but took a stance ready to throw.

In this damned world that Khan was thrust into, although it was definitely real, oddly, the game system remained intact.

One could gain experience points to level up and acquire skills through repetitive actions.

And over the past few years.

The fate of all mages who taunted Khan in his presence was the same. The axe thrown by Khan embedded in their foreheads, turning them into axe holders.

The proficiency of the throwing skill thus developed, with the addition of a barbarian warrior’s trait of ‘Increased Inherent Skill Proficiency in Combat Series’…

[Throwing (B) – 89%]

It was on the verge of reaching the ‘A’ grade, classified as a top-tier skill.

“Let’s see if you can still laugh with your head split open.”

Before the dark mage could reply.

────────.

It was like a flash of lightning. In an eerie silence as though time had stopped, a whirlwind followed the trajectory of light, decorating the air.

Crack───!

Solid rocks, orcs clad in armor, golems made of flesh, synthesized chimeras were all torn apart by the spiral whirlwind.

Even the mutant troll, which was believed to have near-immortal regenerative abilities, was no exception-.

“I told you yesterday.”

Khan, who performed a miracle, almost more magical than magic itself, with a single axe, trampled over the pulped undead as he approached Eliya.

“Those who tried to cheat me. All got buried.”

Tdark mage- Tdark mage-

Eliya, half her head split yet still tdark mageing, not dead.

Meeting her eyes, Khan reached for the handle of his axe and said,

“Now it’s your turn, mage.”
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006. The Kind mage (3)

Eliya, a mage of the Gray Tower.

It wasn’t that he doubted her from the beginning.

It was during the battle, as she happened to support Khan who was charging towards the mutant troll, that he became certain.

No, on second thought…

“There’s barely a better material for a necromancer than the body of an exceptional warrior.”

“Ah, uh…!”

“You said it yourself. You needed a warrior capable of hunting down the mutant troll in its entirety… So you sought me out the day I stood against the ogre on the frontline.”

The answers were all within the words she had previously blurted out.

“It was the opposite. You needed the body of a warrior capable of fully hunting down a mutant troll. Whether it was your choice or that of your notorious master to target me is…”

Not that important. Khan said coldly as he gripped the handle of his axe.

“Pffft. Wait…!”

“Why would I.”

Shriek─! A terrible scream erupted from Eliya as Khan, after removing the axe embedded in her skull, shook off the sticky blood and locked eyes with her.

“Tougher than I thought. Opting to use your own body as material for necromancy. That’s not common.”

“Eek-ya-yaak! Keeii!”

Eliya, squirming on the ground like a stepped-on worm, no longer possessed her former beauty. That face was probably fake from the start.

Only the tower masters possess the authority to issue a Tower Mage’s Identity Badge, which cannot be forged.

‘She either turned from a Gray Tower mage into a necromancer, or she stole a mage’s body – one of the two.’

Regardless, it was clear she had been wearing someone else’s face.


And Khan was all too familiar with a necromancer from the Argon Kingdom proficient in such tactics.

“A Disciple of Darkin, that pervert, eh?”

Thud-.

The scream ceased.

“How. Did you know?”

“That’s none of your concern.”

Exhaustion evident on his face, Khan raised his axe again.

‘If I leave her be, she’ll slowly regenerate, so I should completely disassemble her now.’

“Spare me…!”

Eliya, who had somehow fully regenerated her facial skin, grabbed the hem of Khan’s trousers.

Why fix the face first, when she had enough power left to regrow other parts?

‘It’s obvious.’

To any normal man, such a seductive appearance could stir dark desires and weaken his resolve. She must be planning to use her beauty as a trap against some naive brute.

“I, I didn’t target you…! That old man ordered me to find you! He threatened to expel me if I didn’t comply! He threatened me!”

Her plea, with a face so beautiful, seemed quite persuasive at a glance.

But only at a glance.

“Not just you! My siblings are out there hunting warriors of renown throughout the kingdom…! I just wanted to live, so I followed the master’s orders, that’s all!”

“Was encountering me really just a coincidence?”

“Halfway… Baron Efill had informed me that you had already departed by carriage… By chance, when I boarded the carriage!”

“Always useless.”


Baron Efill, a name he recalled. A pig wallowing in jealousy towards him. While he was in the East, such an irritating man, now it turns out, was spreading his information far and wide. Khan scowled.

“That pig bastard can wait for his turn… Anyway, you did indeed set your sights on me.”

“I. I can be very useful. I can inscribe the spells you were promised… You, you’re a man, aren’t you? I can transform into any appearance you desire. You’ll never grow bored!”

“What kind of nonsense is this?”

What does this damn mage take me for? 

Khan snorted in disdain.

Maybe she finally realized that no matter what she said, it wouldn’t make a difference. Hate flickered in Eliya’s eyes.

“I didn’t want any of this─! To become a necromancer! To do these… these filthy, vile deeds…!”

Crack─!

Eliya’s head tragically soared through the air, landing at Khan’s feet shortly after.

“Such a bitch. Where’s the nice mage? You’ve got to deceive someone who can be deceived.”

*

Immediately after Eliya’s death was confirmed, the experience bar showed significant changes for the first time in a long while. It indicated that her level was not low at all. In fact, the combined attacks of the mutant troll and its minions had been quite threatening. It would have been troublesome in many ways if she hadn’t revealed herself to capture Khan alive.

“Well, I guess she decided to die from the moment she came out.” 

Closing the distance and breaking through the magical protection was only the troublesome part. The physique of a mage themselves doesn’t exceed that of a normal human. 

“Mages are quite nice in this respect.”

Khan, casually fitting his dislocated shoulder back into place, rotated it to check its condition. 

“Tsk, it’s still sore.”

The skill grade of ‘Throwing’, which was initially only E-grade when he arrived in ‘Midland Quest’, continuously rose with each 100% proficiency achieved. As a result, the ‘Throwing’ skill, which was already nearing A-grade, became a monstrous skill, surpassing most attack magics.

[Throwing (B) – 89.6%] ─B-grade Effect, Dragon’s Whirlwind: Creates a powerful whirlwind around the thrown object. The effectiveness increases with strength. ─C-grade Effect, Charging: Power and cost increase in proportion to preparation time. ─D-grade Effect, Bullseye: Increases accuracy.


“Soon to be A-grade, huh?” A-grade effects were of a different caliber compared to those below. It was hard to achieve, and even Khan, with his proficiency bonus, could only afford to have one A-grade skill so far. “Well, it’s not like I have many opportunities to use it because of the side effects.”

He thought it was great to use health instead of mana when choosing his character, but living in that body wasn’t great at all. “Using an A-grade skill once drains all my stamina, either breaking my arm due to its immense power or shattering any weapon I managed to get….”

Even now, he pretended to be fine, but in reality, his shoulder was quite sore from using the throwing skill at its maximum capacity. “I used to manage two or three full charges of throwing in one fight easily before….” But after his strength exceeded 40, it wasn’t easy to do so even once. It was like a glass cannon, a muscular glass cannon, if you will. Any irony here?

To solve this, his stamina stat needed to catch up with his strength, but due to the racial bonuses of a barbarian, that was impossible. 

“…Guess I’ll have to do some farming.” Khan’s lips curled upwards as he rummaged through Eliya’s belongings to soothe his suddenly gloomy mood. True to a mage wealthy in mana, the loot was quite useful. 

“This must be… the Messenger’s wristband, right?” Simply wearing it increased the stamina stat by 1, and it had the added effect of reducing fatigue from long runs or jumps—precisely what Khan desperately needed, like an oasis in the desert. 

“No wonder she climbed mountains so well.” She had been hiding such a precious item inside her robe.

Khan casually slotted the orange wristband on his left arm and then looked at the silver ring on Eliya’s finger. “This is something I’ve never seen before.” Seeing the magic stone embedded in it, it seemed to be a magical tool with an embedded spell. 

“How does this work?” Examining the ring from various angles, Khan slipped it onto his middle finger and curled it, wondering if it might work.

A nearly invisible gray thread shot straight out – it was the ‘Silent Thread of Arachne’ Eliya had used just before. “So she’s been posing as a Gray Tower mage with this.” Khan played with the thread shot from the ring, hurling the axe far away. He then fixed the axe handle with the gray thread and spread his fingers. As the thread retracted into the ring, the axe was pulled back and caught in Khan’s hand with a snap. A smile formed on Khan’s lips. “This is nice.” As long as he replaced the magic stone regularly, there would be no issue using it, even without mana. “Didn’t get a magic axe, but got something similar, huh?”

Khan also took the Tower’s ID card before carelessly burying Eliya’s body. “I really need a bath now.” He immediately descended the mountain and headed straight for Maris’s nest.Having paid for his room on the second floor in advance, he had intended to wash up and immediately fall asleep in bed. 

“Kyaak─!”

In the process, he inadvertently scared a young maid, but nonetheless, after spending an entire day asleep, Khan woke up to find himself plunged into deep thought. 

Suddenly, a reality he had ignored leapt at him. 

Darkin Perayas, the corpse-maker. 

The master of a dark mage, whose neck had been severed by Khan’s hand the night before. 

Even now, with most of the game’s story forgotten, his was a name that remained etched in Khan’s mind, one of the notable characters. 

And for good reason. 

He would become a grand mage, swallow an entire country, and establish a kingdom of corpses under his school of necromancy. 

“He’s targeting me….” 

Despite believing that a mage’s words aren’t to be trusted, the characteristics of Darkin, as remembered by Khan, made it a plausible scenario. 

Timing-wise, it was certain that he hadn’t become a grand mage yet. 

Then, he would be in the process of strengthening his forces with the corpses of formidable foes. 

It wouldn’t be strange for him, known as the ‘Ogre Slayer,’ to drool over such a prey. 

“Damn-. This is troublesome.” 

Khan scratched the back of his head. 

The moment Darkin learns of Eliya’s failure, it was inevitable that new pursuers would follow. 

In the worst-case scenario, he might come forward himself. 

‘Considering it’s still early in the game story… His skills wouldn’t be at their peak yet.’ 

Even so, the situation was just as problematic. 

“Ha….” 

A heavy sigh was exhaled. 

Despite his efforts to stay out of the game’s mainstream narrative by operating in the outskirts of Argon, a kingdom on the fringe, they reached out to him first. 

‘I can’t leave Argon because of clues related to an ancient god either.’ 

According to a document he had recently obtained, 

“When humans rebelled to escape the tyranny of a dragon, a scale was torn from it. Enraged, the dragon smote the earth with its tail….” 

“The dragon said, ‘So you never forget today, I will leave one of my scales. Let it be a reminder of the dragon’s fear for generations to come.'” 

The helper’s interpretation suggested that over time, the scar left by the dragon’s tail formed a vast mountainous region, and the nation built upon this wound was Argon. 

Moreover, the location where the dragon’s scale fell was highly likely to be the great western mountain range. 

Having committed an act that necessitated his departure from the east, he had followed this lead toward the western part of the kingdom. 

In other words, to achieve his goal, he had to head to the western mountain range. 

Therein lay a problem…. 

‘Darkin Perayas. His base is also in the western part of Argon Kingdom.’ 

*

*

*

A master of necromancy spells, Darkin Perayas would gain infamy as a grand mage in the distant future but was already notorious enough. 

Constantly changing his identity by stealing other people’s skins made tracking him nearly impossible, and his stature as a dark mage was quite high, making it impossible for any moderate force to subdue him. 

Furthermore, he wasn’t alone. There were at least a dozen disciples like Eliya, whom Khan had killed. 

‘If a few dozen dark mages can establish a country, that says it all.’ 

Given that persistent man, it was certain he would be searching for Khan, Eliya’s target, the moment her communication ceased. 

And Khan, for personal reasons, had to venture into the western part of the kingdom, where Darkin resided. 

‘I’ve been avoiding the main story as much as possible, but getting entangled like this feels like cheating.’ 

Of course, at this point, neither his strength nor his forces were likely to be significant. 

Darkin’s ascension to a grand mage and the swallowing of the Argon Kingdom were events of Act 5, and currently, Act 1 was underway. 

‘That is to say, if there’s a time to deal with him, it’s now….’ 

The western great mountain range, where the dragon’s scale was said to have fallen, was a dangerous magical land on its own. It was not a place to wander with lingering fears of a stab in the back. 

After considering various factors… 

Khan concluded that he had to eliminate Darkin Perayas. 

‘It’s been a while since I’ve leveled up.’
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007. Dark Mages (1)

“Wake up, mage.”

“Ugh…”

“I said wake up. Can’t you hear me?”  

In the virtue of modernity, one tries to solve problems through dialogue first.

Khan sighed deeply as he adhered strictly to this principle, attempting to wake the unconscious dark mage. And then—  

Swipe──!  

“Gah!”  

“Guess you can’t understand with words alone.”  

A palm as large as a pot lid wrapped around the cheek with a thrilling smack.  

Struck by the impact, the dark mage rolled off the chair, bursting into tears like a baby bird fallen from its nest.  

“Haah…”  

Already aggravated, Khan found himself cursing at the unexpected task of interrogation.  

It made sense. Being a regular office worker, he had no innate talent for torture, nor did he take pleasure in inflicting pain on others.  

“But still, I have to try my best.”  

Thinking about all the hardships, he felt he had to do it, if only to not feel wronged.

The day he resolved to capture Darkin.

He immediately left the territory of Count Cherno and contacted the intelligence guild. Whether the higher-ups had issued a direct order or not, the information brokers were oddly uncooperative, but he managed to shake them down thoroughly.  

Using the information he obtained, he gathered a list of ‘renowned warriors’ who had received requests similar to the way Eliya approached Khan.  

Among these candidates, he went to check on those who were nearby. After three failed attempts…  


The effort finally led him to capture the dark mage before him.  

“The so-called Steel something something mercenary group was already dead, but… well, they’d probably appreciate me beating this guy up on their behalf.”  

“If you don’t answer my questions properly, it won’t be fun for you. Instead of my palm, you’ll get intimate with my axe. Name.”  

“Arsen! It’s Arsen!”  

“Alright. Dark Mage Arsen. Why did you attack those mercenaries? Who directed you to do it?”  

“No, it wasn’t…! I just wanted to make servants out of their corpses!”  

“You’re lying.”  

Creak.  

The chair screamed as Khan stood up, grasping his axe. The blood-stained blade made the dark mage’s complexion turn deathly pale.  

“Darkin Perayas. You roam around by the damned corpse-plunderer’s orders. You thought I wouldn’t know?”  

“……!”  

“Since you lied, you won’t feel wronged.”  

Khan slowly raised the axe, making sure it was in full view of the dark mage’s sluggish reflexes.  

The mage’s expression twisted in real-time, soaked in terror. It seemed like an intense internal battle was raging between the loyalty to his master and the immediate fear of the axe embedding into his skull.  

“Just die.”  

Khan’s axe descended towards the dark mage’s head without a hint of hesitation.  

Until that moment, the mage continued to ponder, then shouted as if having a seizure.  

“Wait…! I’ll tell you everything! I’ll tell everything!”  

Bang─!  

*Gasp*  


“Lucky you.”  

Khan retrieved the axe that had precisely missed, landing between the legs, and smacked his lips in disappointment.  

Naturally, it was a deliberate miss, but the dark mage, having just faced a life-death crisis, was not in the state to recognize that.  

Soaking his pants, he simply waited for Khan’s next question.  

“This should be enough.”  

“I’ll ask again. Name.”  

“Ericson… I studied under the master for about seven years.”  

A completely different name from the previously blurted out Arsen popped out, as naturally as breathing a lie.  

‘Such a sly mage.’  

This is why one should never trust the words of mages.  

Khan intensified his conviction and continued his questioning.  

“Including you, how many of Darkin’s disciples are roaming outside?”  

“I don’t know the exact number… but almost all of them should be out. About ten, seventeen perhaps.”  

“Where are they headed? Do you know?”  

“Not all of them… but I did share targets with the brothers I’m on good terms with, for cooperation.”  

“Tell me everything.”  

Realizing his life was in Khan’s hands, Ericson readily supplied the information.  

Typical of a mage, betraying without hesitation.  

“How skilled are these ‘disciples’? Similar to you?”  

“Well, that’s…”  


“No need to say. You and others are either on the same level or slightly better.”  

“Ugh!”  

Ericson’s face contorted with humiliation. Perhaps he was reluctant to acknowledge his inadequate skills.  

From the point he wet his pants, it seemed there was little room left for shame anyway.Compared to the fool before him, Eliya’s skills appeared to be quite high among his disciples. Indeed, if there had been just a few more disciples of his level, they wouldn’t have even dreamed of carrying out the purge.

“This is the last one. Darkin Perayas. Tell me the location of that bastard’s hideout.”

“…….”

Ericson suddenly fell silent, causing Khan to frown.

A man who sold out all his comrades, there was no reason he couldn’t sell out his master. Surely, he wasn’t more afraid of the old man than the axe before his eyes…

“A constraint? Perhaps a contract that prevents you from disclosing information about your master.”

It seemed Khan’s guess was correct, as Ericson cautiously nodded.

“Then, I’ve heard everything worth listening to.”

“Th-Then! You wi-will spare me?”

Ericson’s voice brightened a bit.

“What do you take me for.”

With a tone as if saying ‘Dare you doubt me,’ Ericson broke into a wide grin, and Khan smiled back.

‘I forgot to mention.’

He does not negotiate with terrorists.

And certainly not when the other party is a mage. Especially a dark mage.

*

*

*

“Why won’t this smell go away?”

Thirty minutes after very kindly sending Ericson off, Khan, collecting the abandoned gear of the mercenaries, brought the leather gloves to his nose and quickly recoiled from the stench.

The scene was too chaotic to clean up, but he had managed to gather the equipment of the so-called Steel something something mercenary group in one place.

“This should fetch at least ten gold coins.”

Apparently, the claim of being a somewhat renowned mercenary party wasn’t false, as the loot was pretty decent.

It was regrettable that Ericson hadn’t dropped any artifacts or useful items, but one couldn’t always be so lucky.

“Ugh. Time.”

Stripping the last corpse of its armor, Khan stretched his back.

It was getting dark, and he realized he might have to sleep on a tavern floor if he didn’t return to a nearby town soon.

‘That cannot happen.’

The thought of rolling on the floor with barbaric medieval men who hardly bathed was an absolutely unacceptable experience.

He’d rather lie down right on the street…

“The closest town from here should be…. ah, the manor with the monastery.”

‘The followers of the Pantheon Church are a tricky bunch.’

In this world where the power of gods was real, the church’s power was anything but weak.

When priests who could call down the ‘Blessing of the Pantheon’ to grant the bounty of prosperity or heal the sick appeared, even nobles would greet them barefoot.

But from the church’s perspective, barbarian from the north who worshipped their own tribal gods and not the gods of the Pantheon were heretics to be apprehended by the Inquisition.

‘It’s somewhat better than the empire’s side, though…’

An unpleasant encounter was highly likely if he accidentally came across them.

Deciding to rest quietly and leave at the first opportunity, Khan was about to stuff the gathered equipment into his backpack when,

“……Hmm.”

Khan let out a short grunt.

The distortion on his face revealed his agitation, a stark contrast to his usually composed demeanor.

“I didn’t expect we had another guest.”

He slowly turned around, gripping the hand axe tied to his waist.

A mysterious figure, clad in a black robe, was staring at him from a distance.

It was clearly not a normal appearance… and for a brief moment, it even eluded his senses.

Magic or extremely high-level stealth skills – whichever it was, the figure was no ordinary foe.

“Damn it-. Was hoping to rest for the day.”

“……Your deed?”

“What are you talking about?”

Just hearing made him instinctively annoyed. It was as if a beast was forcibly speaking human language…

“Whatever you are, I’m not sure…”

Before Khan could finish, the mysterious figure vanished.

This happened right after the figure saw the corpses of the mercenaries, sliced apart by his hand axe.

“Ah, damn!”

Clang! Crack!

‘Fast…!’

Khan reflexively put the axe forward, pushing the mysterious figure’s sword away with force.

Contrary to the expectation that the figure would be pushed far back, they were merely pushed a few steps back before quickly regaining their stance.

The strength felt through the axe was considerable. The swordsmanship felt genuinely refined as well.

Swoosh!

Especially in terms of sheer speed, Khan found it difficult to claim superiority.

Boom. Boom. Boom!

Three clashes ensued in a single breath; Khan’s hand axe and the mysterious figure’s sword fiercely collided. With superior strength, Khan prepared for the next move.

He hooked the handle of his axe on the guard of the sword and forcefully flicked it outward.With his upper body widely exposed, Khan thrust forward with the tip of his foot like a spear.

Boom! Struck by that impact as if colliding with a speeding carriage, the monstrous figure flew straight and crashed to the ground.

A direct hit.

Even armored, the pressure would have certainly incapacitated the internal organs or caused them to burst—an undeniable blow.

Yet, Khan did not hastily pursue.

Rolling the handle of his axe within his grasp, he tensed up once again.

‘The impact felt somewhat dull.’

He hadn’t sensed the distinct sensation of bones shattering and organs being crushed even though he had kicked not armor, but bare flesh.

“Huff.”

He steadied his breath quickly.

As expected, the monstrous figure staggered only briefly and seemed unharmed, promptly adopting a fighting stance once more.

This wasn’t something that could be achieved simply by being tough or having a strong body.

‘As I thought. Is it not human, but an undead? A dark knight or perhaps a chimera?’

What monster lay beneath those robes could not be confirmed without a direct inspection.

However, one certainty was that a necromancer with skills surpassing those of the previously defeated Eliya had showcased his prowess.

This minion might have been sent by Darkin Perayas to support his lamentable disciples, or it could be one of the disciples themselves, distinctively skilled.

‘It seems a big fish has bitten sooner than expected.’

That meant the opponent knew far more than Eliya or Ericson. Buoyed by more reasons than ever, Khan initiated the attack.

Bang!

Khan leaped forcefully enough to create a crater beneath him, swinging his axe with the intent to cleave through the defense-oriented monstrous figure’s shoulder.

Crack─.

Astonishingly countered by the monster, it then twisted its wrist downward, adjusting the angle of its blade to plunge into the ground diverting the force.

A strategy very familiar to Khan aimed at deflecting the force of his attack. It wasn’t his first time facing warriors who attempted to use their skills to redirect Khan’s monstrous strength.

Needless to say, those attempts had always failed.

Khan’s strength, honed across levels, was beyond human, causing swords to snap and arms to shatter under the impact of the clashing weapons and axes.

But this time was different.

Khan’s expression hardened.

The monster’s sword did not break, nor did its arm falter in holding the sword.

As a result, unable to overpower the force, Khan’s axe struck the innocent ground instead, and something then grazed his jaw.

“Kuk!”

The pommel of the monster’s swung sword impacted his jaw, momentarily blurring his vision.

But that was all.

“Heuk!”

His consciousness, which had begun to dim, swiftly returned to clarity, igniting his fighting spirit with a flash of gray in his eyes.

It was thanks to the robust body of a barbarian born for combat, steadily increasing stamina stats through leveling up, and instinctively moving back.

Thud─.

Utilizing the now-closed distance within reach, he grabbed hold of the monster’s robe.

The monster tried to back away unfazed, but it was too late; its feet had long lost contact with the ground. Suspended in the air, it soon crashed down with a thud.

Boom──!

The surrounding flora rustled violently in the wind, and a thick cloud of dust completely obscured their figures.

After a moment.

As the dust settled, Khan was seen standing over a newly formed crater, holding the fluttering robe in his hand, clearly displeased.

“Tch. Quite the slippery one.”

Just before landing, the monster had grabbed Khan’s wrist, using the recoil to shed its robe and escape.

Putting aside how such acrobatics were possible…

“Sigh, why so petit indeed.”

Under the moonlight casting a soft glow on platinum hair, mystic eyes resembling the night sky calmly met Khan’s gaze.

“Could it be, just a kid?”

Moreover, not a boy but a girl of startling beauty.

Of course… Khan’s axe did not discriminate, eagerly cleaving through beauties, nobles, and mages alike in a drive for equality.

However.

Khan hooked his axe onto his belt and raised both hands.

“What does this mean?”

The girl tilted her head and asked. It was like hearing pearls roll; her tone might have been stiff, but her voice was undoubtedly pleasant to the ears.

She might have seemed like a demon crawling out of hell before… Perhaps a voice modulation technique was integrated into the robe.

“It seems there might be some misunderstanding between us.”

“…Misunderstanding?”

Khan scratched the back of his head.

How to explain this to prove his innocence to the girl before him wasn’t immediately clear.

After all, it was they who had attacked first.

From Khan’s perspective, a modern man who cherished peace, the girl wielding the sword without question or hesitation was the true barbarian.

But having realized the girl’s identity, it was too late for anything but to resolve her misunderstanding.

With just a glance, wrapped in a holy aura of pure white armor-like presence, possessing physical abilities beyond ordinary humans, and even expertly wielding a sword—thinking how to refer to such a person in this world’s terms, Khan’s lips went dry.

‘A paladin.’
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 8

				
008. Dark Mages (2)

The paladins of the Pantheon Church are unique. Given that knights are monsters capable of easily dispatching a hundred ordinary soldiers, it might sound obvious. However, paladins are special in a slightly different sense. While knights become so by swearing an ‘oath of loyalty’ under the name of their god, having honed their skills and physiques to the ultimate limit, paladins gain a power comparable to knights without extensive training by inviting the blessing of the god into their bodies. Even someone who has never held a sword in their life could, upon becoming a paladin, turn into a human mixer, stirring up chaos effortlessly. However, harnessing the power of a god within one’s body required a rare innate quality, making such individuals a rare sight.

“And of all people, it had to be him….”

Amid farming items after subduing a necromancer, what could possibly appear?

“I understand there is much room for misunderstanding. But what you’re thinking, it isn’t like that….”

“…Do not be deceived by your wicked tongue. Your faithful servant shall not heed the whispers of demons, but instead, swear to project your will onto this land.”

Following this dizzyingly complex prayer, the paladin was enveloped in a brilliant aura of pure white, the ‘Divine Armor’ radiating even brighter.

“Ah, come on!”

The paladin, showing no intention of understanding the predicament, promptly shut their mouth.

Thud!

The paladin’s sword, now significantly faster after merely a few words, skimmed the ground as it dashed forward.

Instead of retaliating, Khan, feeling a sense of humiliation, leaped backwards.

The thought of losing to the paladin before him did not cross his mind. Yet, if asked whether he could kill them, that was a different story altogether.

The opponent was treated specially even within the circles of the Pantheon Church. Beyond right or wrong, the aftermath had to be considered.

‘If rumors spread that a paladin has died to a barbarian heretic, there will be hell to pay.’

More importantly, the reason the church’s paladin appeared at the site of a necromancer, disguised in common rags…

‘It’s not even worth pondering deeply about.’

“Darkin Perayas.”

The sword, almost upon him, halted abruptly in mid-air. As expected. Sighing in relief inwardly, Khan spoke,

“If you are after that individual as well, we could be of significant help to each other, Paladin.”


“What do you mean?”

“I too, am in pursuit of him. The chaos here is because I’ve dealt with one of his disciples. You’ve misunderstood the situation.”

“Evidence.”

“In the direction I came from, lies the body of a necromancer. You will find signs of Darkin’s preferred method of body snatching intact on the corpse, which should clarify things.”

She remained silent, pondering the veracity of his words. Meanwhile, eyes as deep as the night sky stared intently at Khan, as if trying to pierce through his soul. Khan met her gaze, displaying his innocence.

“God. That’s an uncomfortably piercing look…”

Despite this, locking eyes for an extended period with a youngster felt like a different form of torture for a man in his thirties. On Earth, he might have already faced legal consequences.

Clank-.

The sound of the sword being sheathed allowed Khan to relax his tense posture slightly. It seemed, even for a paladin, this one was somewhat reasonable.

“Explain. In detail.”

Later, if the opportunity arises, it seemed necessary to drill some traditional Korean Confucian etiquette into her head.

***

Following Khan’s lead to where Ericson’s corpse lay, the paladin spoke in a faintly emotional tone.

“A necromancer.”

“Indeed. Specifically, a dead one.”

“Ericson. A disciple of Darkin.”

So, it was the Pantheon Church after all? Realizing she had identified Ericson’s identity and appeared at this location from the very beginning, Khan let out a low exclamation of admiration.

Even in the Argon Kingdom, far removed from the Church’s headquarters within the Empire, the ability to identify and track the movements of a necromancer in secrecy was impressive.

This was a moment that made Khan keenly feel the vast influence of the Pantheon Church, which had followers across the entire continent.

“I found him just after a party called something about steel met their end. So, I split open his skull with an axe. You misunderstood, thinking I was cleaning up the scene.”In fact, I was in the middle of farming items, not cleaning up the scene, but there wasn’t much of a difference, so it wasn’t exactly a lie.


“I had to dig up information.”

“Worry not. Due to constraints, I couldn’t learn about Darkin Perayas, but he seemed eager enough to live, spilling all the information about his executioner comrades.”

“…Why?”

“What do you mean why?”

The Paladin tilted her head at Khan’s question, looking puzzlingly reproachful despite her expressionless face, which made Khan’s eyes widen in confusion.

“A Dark Mage. Why target him?”

“Ah. Is that what this is about? No special reason. They marked me as their prey first. Plan to turn me into an undead, so I heard.”

“I see.”

“Such a succinct answer, refreshing.”

If it weren’t for the Paladin… Khan’s lips puckered in regret as he moved the topic to the real issue at hand.

There was a reason he had gone to great lengths to persuade her, whether she was a noble, a knight, a beautiful mage, or indiscriminately exercising force.

“Is it the will of the Pantheon Church you’re hunting Darkin Perayas, or is it your own initiative?”

“The latter. And I’m receiving support.”

“The Pantheon Church is supporting your initiative?”

Instead of answering, she nodded.

‘The juvenile Paladin has more authority than I thought.’

The implication of an organization supporting an individual’s rogue actions without complaint was significant.

Especially when that organization was the Pantheon Church, one of the most influential on the continent.

Either her value was that substantial, or the church also regarded Darkin Perayas’s past misdeeds as a thorn in their side.

“You’ve located some of Darkin’s disciples. With the church’s intelligence, verifying this should be quick. Am I correct?”


“…Yes.”

“Then, I’ll pass the information to you. There should be an Inquisitor from the church in the kingdom. Better them handling it than me. But, there’s a condition.”

“A condition?”

Instead of answering immediately, Khan paused.

A Dark Mage, utilizing powers from demons to wield evil forces, was a top priority for the church’s elimination.

If Khan provided the bait, the Paladin before him would undoubtedly hunt down Darkin’s disciples with zeal, eventually confronting Darkin himself as per the prayers memorized and recited endlessly by the church’s followers. But was it the right choice? Could she truly defeat Darkin? Khan was not sure.

He would rather hand the whole mess over to the church and drown himself in liquor, but if Darkin ended up with the Paladin’s corpse…

‘Damn it.’

After meeting the Paladin’s bright, earnest gaze, Khan sighed inwardly before speaking.

“Darkin Perayas. Make sure to take me with you when confronting him. I must see his end with my own eyes.”

“Dangerous.”

“Dangerous?”

Khan scoffed.

The barbarian of the Frost Gorge live for conflict, a primitive people not so different from the Greenskins, regarding death on the battlefield as a supreme blessing…

Everyone says so, and yet this silly woman, what nonsense is she spouting?

“I am a warrior of the Frost Gorge. Death does not frighten me.”

Of course, death was frightening.

He was no valorous warrior from the north, but an ordinary man in his thirties.

And to roll around for a fantasy world with no ties to him, only to die a meaningless death…

‘That would be too empty.’

But-.

“This fight became unavoidable the moment his disciple targeted me.”

The same tenacity that never let aggro drop in a game, no matter how far you ran, wouldn’t be much different in reality.

Without a guarantee that the Paladin could decisively end Darkin, it was only right to join forces with the Paladin for the purge.

Above all,

‘It’d be a shame to pass up a free bus ride.’

She ultimately accepted Khan’s offer.

Pretending to be a fearless warrior from the north seemed quite effective. It was during their journey to a manor with a small monastery.

“How did you come to know about the presence of a dark mage around here? Considering you even pinpointed their identity, it doesn’t seem like this was a mere coincidence.”

Khan himself had taken a more brute-force approach, shaking down local informants to surveil the area around a likely target for the dark mage.

If the Church’s intelligence was better than that of the local informants, then perhaps such measures wouldn’t have been necessary.

Depending on her answer, they might reach Darkin Perayas sooner than expected.

“I waited.”

“Huh?”

“At this monastery. Waited until the dark mage would show up.”

“Uh…”

Khan blinked in disbelief.

Waited? Was she suggesting they had been holing up in the monastery, lying in ambush until the dark mage decided to appear?

“…Then how did you know his name was Ericson?”

“I’ve seen similar traces before.”

Although not a mage himself, Khan vaguely remembered hearing that each mage leaves a unique pattern in their spells, akin to a habit.

The ‘traces’ she mentioned must refer to such patterns.

“Previously? So, you’ve been on the tail of these dark mages for some time and not just recently?”

“…….”

He received no answer, but it was enough of a response.

‘So, a paladin that isn’t that much old has been chasing dark mages for a while? And undertaking such foolish endeavors as stakeouts with the Church’s support…?’

What could be the reason? He didn’t need to ponder deeply to have a rough idea.

A personal grudge.

Going on her own to track down Darkin Perayas for personal reasons, perhaps she felt guilt and thus wanted to limit the Church’s involvement as much as possible.

‘That would explain the odd robes and the altered voice.’

No matter how influential the Church might be, what nation would want a figure as significant as a paladin meddling on their turf uninvited?

Her hiding her identity and not seeking the Church’s aid meant converting any issues that might arise from her actions into a personal misconduct rather than implicating the Church—a political gesture, as it were.

‘Though, it’s hard to imagine the Church worrying about the opinion of the kingdom.’

“So I thought of seeking the Church’s help to deal with the dark mage. Turns out, I ended up offering my help instead.”

“…….”

Upon hearing this, she sharply turned her face away, and Khan, sensing a certain embarrassment in her profile, let out a light chuckle.

Her expression and tone might be stilted, but her actions spoke volumes.

“Worry not. I have no intention of changing plans now. Little lady.”

Before she appeared before him, he had intended to finish this business alone.

Moreover, it was improper for an adult to scold a young girl.

“I suppose we can always gather more information by dealing with other dark mages. No need for blame.”

“…Really?”

“Indeed. A paladin need only excel in combat, right? I can handle the thinking.”

“You. Barbarian.”

“Calling a barbarian foolish is a form of racial prejudice. Shocking to hear such discriminatory remarks from a devoted Paladin under the equality of the Pantheon’s grace. It’s lamentable.”

“…Strange barbarian.”

Before Khan could respond to another bout of barbarian shaming, she, with her platinum blonde hair tightly tied, bluntly stated with a stoic face.

“Anointed beside the most exalted in glory. Aries.”

Her words, reminiscent of a verse from the scriptures, belatedly dawned on Khan as an introduction, prompting him to absentmindedly scratch the back of his head.

‘Now that I think about it, we haven’t formally introduced ourselves.’

“Being a simple barbarian, I have no grand titles to claim. Gordi Khan. Just Khan, son of Gordi, will do.”

Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have thought of extending his hand for a handshake to a complete stranger, but Khan tentatively reached out his right hand. It only seemed like the right thing to do in such a congenial atmosphere.

“Ahem. I look forward to working with you for a while. Little lady.”

However, as his extended hand awkwardly dangled, Aries stared at Khan for a few seconds before abruptly turning her back on him.

‘Why is she acting like this again?’

Looking at her indignant back, Khan awkwardly wiped his hand on his trousers and irritably followed the paladin who had started marching ahead.
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“Is that attire not that of a barbarian? How come a barbarian is accompanying that person…?”

“Eek. Don’t tell me the Paladin is coming with a heretic. And barbarian, they’re like Greenskins with all those tattoos.”

“No. If the skin is ashen, it must be the barbarian of the Frost Gorge, right?”

The moment a mysterious figure clad in a robe and a muscular barbarian, over 2 meters tall, entered the small manor, it was only natural that all eyes were instantly upon them.

Especially since the followers of the Pantheon, who consider barbarian heretics, were glaring at him to the extent that it felt piercing.

Fortunately, since Aries was by his side, the situation was manageable. Otherwise, they would have openly revolted. Such ignorant zealots, anyhow.

“…….”

Perhaps bothered by the murmurings, Aries cast a quick glance at Khan, as if checking his reaction.

“It doesn’t bother me what they babble about.”

He had long grown accustomed to the unilateral contempt and loathing.

“May the Pantheon’s blessing be upon you…”

“May light accompany the ones anointed by the Lord.”

However, he couldn’t maintain his composure in front of the devout prayers pouring out from dozens of mouths. It almost seemed like brainwashing.

Seeing Aries casually nod as though familiar with the situation, Khan wondered if this manor was a covert support for wayward paladins from the church.

‘The scale is just different.’

In a world where travelers could suddenly become bandits, merchant caravans could switch to marauder bands, and mercenaries often turned into armed mercenaries, having most of the manor’s residents as faithful followers provided an excellent base specifically for paladins.

“Unexpectedly useful. Little lady.”

“I gave you my name.”

“How did you stay put here, only to find out when Ericson was nearby?”


“…I smelled it. The distinct foul stench of dark magic.”

“Fantasy version of a drug-sniffing dog right here.”

“…? I’m not a dog.”

“It’s just a saying.”

The absurd banter between a noble paladin and a warrior who had subdued an ogre only ended upon arriving at the monastery.

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

As Aries knocked on the door using the knocker, the monastery’s door creaked open.

Peeking through the gap was an elderly man with a benevolent face that screamed ‘I’m a priest’.

The old man gave Aries a bow but slightly furrowed his brows upon seeing the large barbarian standing behind.

‘The old man´s eyes are quite sharp.’

Even though Khan glared back, the priest’s gaze on Khan lasted only a brief moment.

“Please come in. Have you achieved your purpose?”

Aries nodded slightly, and the old priest beamed a benevolent smile.

“How fortunate. But… You’ve acquired a companion I hadn’t seen before.”

“A collaborator.”

“Yes, a collaborator. Having trustworthy companions is better than moving alone. Yes. But.”

Can this person be trusted? The old priest’s eyes held a peculiar glint.

The origin of that color was obvious: hate, contempt… the kind of emotion a fanatic would naturally possess upon seeing a pagan barbarian.

“The barbarian of the North… They are heretics who worship their native gods, not the deities of the Pantheon. Crossing over from the Frost Gorge to this land, they incite conflict and act nothing less than thugs in vulgar terms. I’m not doubting your judgment, but.”

The old priest, seemingly exhausted from his lengthy discourse, licked his cracked lips before catching his breath.


“…I’m terribly afraid the filth of this secular world might taint you. O anointed one. Why not use the youths here instead? They are faithful followers, always ready to prove their devotion, willing to lay down their lives for you like dogs.”

Aries remained silent, neither affirming nor denying. Khan, for some reason, sensed discomfort in the small figure’s stance.

But to the priest consumed by faith, her dilemma seemed invisible.

“If not, give me some time. I will personally verify if this barbarian can be trusted…”

“Enough with your senile babble. Are you losing your mind?”

Fearing that his own ax of justice might unwittingly split open the cunning priest’s skull, Khan finally stepped in to take control of the situation.

“At the very moment the anointed one is present, this place becomes sacred ground! You, a filthy heretic…! Do not recklessly wag your tainted tongue.”

‘This is why I detest religious fanatics….’Witnessing the unabashed spewing of nonsense was not only astonishing but it transcended to the realm of wonder. What life is there to sacrifice?

“Spewing utter nonsense. What sanctuary? How can a crumbling monastery be a sanctuary? A senile priest.”

“Such foolishness—! To not feel the gaze of the Lord directed right upon us! Clearly a heretic!”

“For a being as busy as a god to have nothing better to do than to spy on a young girl? Clearly, senility is at play. I’d recommend a visit to the psychiatrist. Senile priest.”

“Yo-you…!”

Khan couldn’t help but smirk as he looked down upon the old priest, who seemed on the verge of collapsing from a few exchanges of words.

To think of engaging in a verbal battle as a modern person accustomed to fighting keyboard warriors over concepts as ridiculous as the Earth being flat or the existence of a shadowy world-dominating organization – it was leagues away from his experience.

‘Far from it, indeed.’

Moreover, Khan, being practically untouchable for speaking his mind too boldly, was in his element. After all, Khan was considered ‘an ignorant barbarian’ by many!

“Enough. Khan is to be trusted.”

“How can you…!”

Before the old priest could succumb to his hypertension, Aries, unable to stand it any longer, stepped in to resolve the situation, even going as far as to side with Khan.

“Let’s go.”


“Indeed.”

Leaving the old priest with a look of utter devastation, Khan smirked once more and followed Aries down the corridor.

“Don’t hate him too much. He’s just following his faith.”

“I don’t particularly feel anything. It’s familiar to me.”

After all, isn’t it the nature of keyboard warriors to easily shake off any topic once the thrill of the argument fades away? The joy of winning was all that mattered.

“…I see. Familiar, indeed.”

While Khan’s reply was nonchalant, Aries’ voice carried a hint of somberness.

*

*

*

It was only after entering her designated cell that Aries shed her robe.

Loosening her platinum-blond hair, now gleaming crimson under the lamplight, she listlessly laid down on the bed.

“Ericson.”

The man who, six years ago, had instigated the orc uprising to exterminate settlers in the mountains and used the chaos to gather undead, concealing his identity to live as a mercenary after usurping the body of a blue tower mage.

Because he could change identities through body snatching, no one could track down Ericson or any of Darkin’s disciples, except her and the gray-skinned barbarian she had met that day.

“Gordi Khan.”

The impression she got from the barbarian she encountered at the source of the stench of black magic – surrounded by bodies hewn by axes, nonchalantly collecting loot – was one of danger.

‘A transcendent body, blessed by the divine, possesses a superiority far beyond mere physical strength or endurance, elevating them above ordinary humans.’

Yet, upon encountering Khan, every instinct screamed danger, threatening immediate death if she didn’t flee.

However, Aries chose to fight.

Regardless of the adversary’s nature, she had sworn before the faith to eradicate all related to black magic.

“I lost.”

Compared to the danger her instincts had warned her of, Khan’s strength was within Aries’ capabilities to handle.

However, she was certain.

He had not fought with his full strength, and had he done so, she might have been defeated.

“No, that’s unknown.”

She had her own trump card, a move that could ensure victory against anyone.

Yet, Aries acknowledged Khan’s strength.

Beyond mere physical force, Khan as an individual was incredibly strong.

‘Even as a mere human…’

Aware that the formidable dark mage Darkin Perayas was targeting her, she rather chose to confront them head-on.

Just like how Aries had falsely claimed the church’s support, yet Khan, knowing that, chose to comfort her instead.Despite the monastery’s priest slandering and pouring out hatred towards him, calling him a barbarian, he shrugged it off unconcernedly….

Could Aries do the same? Born into such circumstances, without having done anything to deserve it, could she endure all the hatred and contempt poured upon her just for the sake of criticism?

Sigh…

Aries buried her head in a soft pillow.

Her expression barely changed, and she was not very talkative, but that didn’t mean she was devoid of feelings. On the contrary, her mind was cluttered with numerous thoughts she kept to herself.

“I don’t know.”

Though renowned as being born for battle and strong beyond the disparaging rumors of being brutish, the ripples caused by the wise and thoughtful warrior of the North would not easily settle.

The sight of the aged priest, who had long held onto the teachings of the gods, unleashing his fury in enmity was vivid.

Aries knew well enough that there were occasionally fanatical believers…

“I was no different.”

The warnings of intuition, scattered corpses, collecting spoils of war – after all, the reason Aries launched a preemptive strike against Khan was ultimately because Khan was a barbarian.

According to the church’s teachings, barbarian were heretics, capable of becoming the minions of a dark mage, which had pushed her.

Amidst the chaotic whirl of thoughts,

Knock. Knock.

“I am Priest Bethel.”

“Come in.”

By the time, Aries, who had gotten up from the bed, welcomed the elderly priest.

“I apologize for earlier. I was worried that my overstepping behavior might cause you great harm. If you wish, right here…”

“It’s okay.”

“Thank you for your mercy.”

The anger that had been present before was nowhere to be seen.

Priest Bethel, who quickly managed his emotions and now smiled warmly like a benevolent old man, seemed more like a cunning politician than a devout clergyman.

Even now, that seemed to be the case.

Bethel must have known from the start that Aries would forgive his extreme remarks. Aries was not unaware of this fact.

She had realized long ago that Bethel’s intentions weren’t pure.

Perhaps he was aiming to earn ‘the favor of the paladins’ and eventually make a place for himself in the empire, far from the remote land of Argon.

“Why have you come?”

However, in the same vein.

Aries’s intention to hunt down the dark mage wasn’t purely noble either.

She was in no position to criticize this old priest for harboring his own intentions while assisting her. At least, that’s what she thought…

“It doesn’t matter.”

After all, this manor was a gift reluctantly given by the church, unable to bend Aries’s stubbornness, and Bethel was the master of this gift.

There seemed to be no need to antagonize him unnecessarily.

“…I was apologizing for my behavior to the companion you brought.”

“What is he doing?”

“He is cleaning himself after the battle.”

“I see.”

“But… I couldn’t mention it earlier due to the circumstances. There is a strange rumor among the young people of the manor.”

Bethel lowered his voice as if worried someone might hear.

“There’s been an increase in outsiders visiting the manor recently. Their identities are suspicious, and the fact that this increase happened after your arrival is stirring quite the gossip.”

Just the brief description itself was enough to raise suspicion, and Aries was about to ask for more details when,

“I smell something.”

“Pardon?”

Bethel, taken aback by the sudden comment, sniffed himself in various places to check for any odor.

However, the ‘smell’ Aries referred to was not a simple stench detectable by the nose.

Just as she had sensed the use of dark magic from afar during the encounter with Ericson.

Her divine gifted power had detected the peculiar aura of dark magic.

“This is…”

The scent was far denser than what she sensed from Ericson, indicating one thing for certain.

“We are under attack.”
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*Splosh* *Splosh*

The once well-kept path is defiled with filth. Blood of a dark crimson hue and the flesh of rotting corpses blanket it like a carpet, and the army of the dead starts its march.

“That should be enough.”

A number, difficult to comprehend with the naked eye, denotes violence. At its center, the number of dark mages stood at six.

“Ericson. That idiot finally kicked the bucket here. Always knew… he never had a clue.”

“Still, being dumb made him useful, didn’t it? Like in this case.”

“Hmph. I never liked the fact that he was considered a peer among us to begin with.”

The other dark mages let out small chuckles, seemingly in agreement with the imposing man’s words.

“That’s true. The fool could barely handle necromantic spells.”

“In that regard, Eliya did have some decent talent, aside from her unbearable pretense of aloofness.”

“Hmm. Speaking of which, I never heard who her target was. Any of you know?”

Silence.

It meant that none knew.

The man, carrying himself with authority, nodded as if he had expected as much.

Eliya never mingled with the other disciples, immersing herself only in the spells handed down by their master.

“It’s a pity. We should have placed a tracking spell on her like Ericson. It would have been a good opportunity to dispose of her.”

“Heh. Spending your days with corpses, have you developed a taste for it?”

“Fools! You all knew the master had a soft spot for her, whether openly or not.”

“Enough.”


The escalating voices suddenly muted.

The one at the forefront, a middle-aged man dressed in a black robe adorned with gold trim, spoke with a face void of any emotion.

“We’re approaching where the tracking spell went dead. Use any available tracking magic to search for beastly traces.”

As if the middle-aged man’s words were an absolute command, the arrogant dark mages began casting their spells.

“There are no traces of magic other than dark magic.”

“Life signatures are faint. It seems whoever was here has left some time ago.”

“…There are strong traces left by a warrior. It doesn’t seem like the party Ericson was targeting, more like a third party intervened.”

“Hmm.”

Even as he processed the influx of information, the middle-aged man didn’t stop moving. The trail left by his own tracking spell was exceedingly faint.

‘The spell dissipated too quickly. A third party’s interference during the conflict, maybe. A significant force, then. In that case…’

“First target is caught in the net. Looks like Ericson managed to hook a big fish at the end.”

“Is that true? Then, in the end, he served his purpose.”

The authoritative man cautiously shared his opinion in front of the middle-aged man, adopting a subservient demeanor.

And it made sense.

The middle-aged man, appearing no more than an ordinary scholar, was not only the longest-serving disciple under Darkin. His own achievements were also among the most notable in their ranks.

“What lies in the direction left by the life signature?”

“A small estate. A monastery where an old priest acts as a steward, a place where travelers frequently spend the night, from what I recall.”

Monastery, priest.

The dark mages’ shoulders weighed heavy at these words.

For dark mages, the church was a formidable adversary.


However, it was not the case for the middle-aged man.

“From the moment we targeted the church’s lackeys, it was expected. Besides, it’s not particularly surprising. Wherever people reside, worshippers of false gods are bound to mix in.”

Since becoming a disciple of Darkin Perayas.

No, even before his activities as a dark mage, the middle-aged man knew.

While the church’s power was indeed formidable, it was not absolute.

Especially with the master’s secret of ‘body snatching’, there was no concern of ever being caught by them.

“It’s merely the task of capturing the lackeys of false gods. With our current force, failure would be harder. So, don’t worry too much.”

Encouraged by his words, the dark mages raised their voices in agreement.

Using a spell to track life, they pursued the human presence that had just left this place, and confirmed that the trail ends inside the estate.

*Groooarrr*…

*Whoooo*…

The dark-mage-resurrected dead let out cries. Their screams of delight at the thought of consuming the many life forces emanating from the estate.

With corpses in human form and all manner of monstrous creatures exuding dark magic and advancing, the sight was truly overwhelming.

Anyone not accustomed to battle would faint on the spot.

“Undead! The filthy minions of demons have appeared!”

“Light the torches! Let us illuminate the flame so the gods of the pantheon may look down upon us!”

“Bring all the branches blessed by Priest Bethel! Intercept them from afar!”

However, the reaction inside the manor far exceeded the dark mages’ expectations.

Far from panicking, they moved in an orderly and well-prepared manner for battle, as if they had expected this. Their demeanor was like that of seasoned holy warriors.

“Tsk… This is not just some monastery. It’s filled to the brim with zealots.”


The middle-aged man clicked his tongue.

The manor’s combat power was clearly not remarkable. At the end of the day, they were mere townsman. They could not compare to warriors who honed their bodies with mana, or to mages who handled spells.

However, their mindset was different.

Even seasoned mercenaries would first think of running away in such a situation, but the stance of these zealots, who did not cower in fear or run away, was in itself an excellent weapon.

“Huh, is this what they call faith?”

The middle-aged man scoffed at the foolish zealots.

“Enhance the undead with dark magic in advance. It seems a priest capable of blessing is with them.”

At his command, the dark mages raised their dark magic.

The dark magic was so dense that Aries would have had to hold her nose if she were nearby.

The middle-aged man who issued the command did not stand idly by either. His single servant, a vassal, answered his master’s call.

“Ah… this is indeed it!”

“A dark knight created by corrupting a paladin. Indeed, it’s on a different level from ordinary dark knights!”

The middle-aged man’s shadow swirled like a mirage, soon taking form.

A colossal figure far surpassing the stature of an ordinary human. It was clad in dark armor, wielding a greatsword ablaze with flames of dark magic, and a cloak formed from shadows.

Among the minions a necromancer of his level could summon, this dark knight was considered one of the most formidable monsters.

“Ravage the enemy.”

The corner of the middle-aged man’s mouth lifted into a confident smile as he gave his order.

It was thanks to this dark knight’s presence that they could venture on the hunt despite knowing that the paladins were in pursuit.

“Begin as well.”

“Yes.”

The advance of the undead, resurrected with dark magic, was eerily quiet. Yet, their hollow eye sockets blazed with hatred for the living.

As the undead’s unceasing forces surrounded the manor.

“Fire the arrows──!”

Arrows imbued with the priest’s blessing drew arcs through the air towards the undead forces.

Though the undead, being merely reanimated corpses, should feel no pain, they began to scream wildly as the arrows struck them.

“There seem to be more of them than expected. Perhaps the monastery’s priest had a lot of time on his hands.”

“It’s but a hastily made thing anyway!”

At that moment, a man with an authoritative manner stepped forward confidently.

“Unless it’s an artifact blessed over a long time, it’s possible to inflict damage, but impossible to completely neutralize─!”

Centered around the man, dark magic spread like a wildfire.

The screams of the corpses at the forefront of the undead army abruptly stopped, and their bodies swelled even more than before.

“Hmm. Not bad at all.”

The middle-aged man leading the dark mages internally praised.

Although his conduct might be somewhat frivolous and arrogant, his skill in handling a multitude of undead at once was worthy of that arrogance.

“Hahaha! Wipe them out!”

With the arrogant man’s intervention, the rain of blessed arrows lost its stopping power almost instantly.

Thus, the defensive line began to collapse. The zealots’ spears and swords, though filled with determination, were no more powerful than those of ordinary townsman.

“It’s only a matter of time now.”

The zealots, shouting their holy wars, recklessly threw their lives into the clutches of the dead.

But their deaths were meaningless.

No matter how much they thrust their spears or swung their clubs, unless they killed the dark mages at the rear, the undead army, already dead once, would not fall.

“They’re… coming back to life…!”

From that point, emotions other than madness began to show in a few zealots’ eyes.

Fear. The authoritative man laughed maniacally, pulling more dark magic towards him like a conductor leading an orchestra.

Then, it happened.

Shoooooo──────!

A pure white radiance cut across the battlefield, mowing down the undead that were pushing forward against the church’s believers.

The wave of corpses was instantly swept away, vanishing. The dark mages froze, trembling at the overwhelmingly brilliant scene. They couldn’t not know what that light was.

“In your sword, a radiant light.”

A clear voice pierced everyone’s ears.

A delicate figure, clad in holy armor, wielding a sword emitting a brilliance so pure it was worthy of being called a holy sword.

“To burn the unholy with sacred flames.”

Beneath the darkness, the platinum blonde hair that never lost its luster danced to the steps of the paladin, Aries. The devotees worshiping at the temple trembled with joy, while the dark mages gradually retreated.

“Not just an ordinary hound, huh…”

Only the middle-aged man, who had prior experience hunting paladins, managed to keep his composure.

‘If I could corrupt a body imbued with such a powerful blessing…’

“Adam. Spread the front line wide. We’re only up against one, at most accompanied by a single priest. They won’t be able to handle all of us.”

“Yes, yes!”

And with that, he calmly probed for the opponent’s weakness.

“To turn the tide of battle, that paladin will aim for a direct breakthrough. While my dark knight holds the paladin’s feet, you focus on killing as many as you can. Make sure she can’t focus solely on the fight.”

The paladin was undeniably strong. However, she also had a very clear weakness.

Could this noble being truly ignore the sight of numerous believers dying before her eyes?

No, absolutely not.

It was impossible for a paladin, traveling the border kingdoms for mere vengeance, to make such a cold judgment.

As the paladin, clad in divine light like armor, clashed with the dark knight created by dark magic,

Boom─! Crash!

True to being the natural enemy of dark magic, the paladin seemed to put the dark knight in danger from the start. But the middle-aged man smiled as if it were nothing.

‘Impressive indeed. But…’

His dark knight, receiving a supply of dark magic from its master, did not fall easily. At times, it even managed to push Aries back through counterattacks.

“Ah! Save me!”

“You’re not dying! How do you expect us to fight this?”

Faith is farther than the blade before one’s eyes. As the paladin got entangled with the dark knight, the hidden fear within the zealots’ facade rapidly spread.

The young paladin’s sword gradually began losing its inherent sharpness.

The screams from behind her made the end of her sword heavy.

“What a delightful sight…”

The middle-aged man’s voice trembled with pleasure.

The priest who should be in the monastery was nowhere to be seen, and the paladin was dulled by concern for the rear.

‘There are no more variables.’

The moment he was certain of it.

Boom─.

‘What’s that…?’

An unknown, heavy vibration shook the ground, its epicenter within the flaming estate, causing the middle-aged man to furrow his brow.

And then.

Something pierced through the battlefield’s sky.

Passing over the clash between the undead ravaging living beings, the paladin, the dark knight, and reaching all the way to the rear where the dark mages were,

“It’s a catapult!”

Someone who noticed the large gray mass exclaimed.

However, there was no time for defense.

The object, flying at high speed, plummeted right into the midst of the dark mages.

Boom─!

Blood splattered.

Some desperately rolled away, while others quickly cast protective spells.

Yet, still, two dark mages lost their lives.

Amidst the chaos, the middle-aged man who had perfectly shielded himself realized that what hit them was not a rock but a person.

As if he had just stepped out of a bathhouse, a giant with ash-colored skin, barely clothed in undergarments, growled with a twisted face like a sinister assassin.

“Mo, monster…!”

Someone murmured in terror, but it didn’t sound like nonsense.

The gigantic body, hard to believe as human, rather reminiscent of a creature created by a dark mage’s physical alteration, breathes hotly, spreading warmth in all directions.

Despite the distance, the dark mages struggled to open their eyes due to the heat.

Yet, they couldn’t take their eyes off the suddenly appeared giant.

Gulp… Someone nervously swallowed their saliva, the sound unusually loud, making them hastily cover their mouth.

“Just when I thought I had a proper wash. These damned creatures—”

The voice, clearly emanating killing intent, made everyone dizzy as though a giant wolf howled up close.

Before him, the dark mages, without exceptions, pondered the same question.

‘Who is this monster, exuding such killing intent toward us?’

The reason was quite simple.

Not in a game, but in reality, the barbarian warrior’s eyes twisted in rage, dressed in a look that promised nothing but the experienced hunt.
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011. Dark Mages (5)

Ah, this is life. Khan’s face relaxed as he eased his body into a makeshift bathtub, a large orc barrel filled with boiling water that had been carried over.

“Huuuuh-.”

Leaning back comfortably, the orc barrel creaked under Khan’s weight, as if screaming in protest.

Just endure a little longer, you old thing. Despite the old orc barrel’s plea to withstand the weight of an elderly, Khan mercilessly leaned on it.

Even with all the money in the world, opportunities for a bath were rare in this damn medieval era. Hot water in a bathtub and fragrant soap were luxuries not readily available unless one was of noble birth.

‘Why should one even bathe in the first place, they hardly know….’

Fortunately, the situation regarding hygiene was somewhat better on the side of Midland, where magic had advanced, compared to Earth’s Middle Ages.

“Huh. Nice-.”

What would have been scalding hot water for an ordinary person was just the right temperature for this barbarian.

As Khan washed away the filth that had caked on after rolling around with rotting corpses for so long and indulged in leisure, his serene expression twisted due to a sudden scream.

“……!”

“……!”

The scream was distant, and he couldn’t make out the words.

However, he understood from the urgent high-pitched shouts that there was a desperate situation unfolding.

Khan’s face twisted as he quickly got up and carelessly threw on his undergarments that were laid aside.

‘Damn, why now….’

He grabbed the axe he always carried with him and left the monastery’s garden. The sight that greeted him was akin to that of a war-torn estate.

‘There are too many… How many mages have swarmed here? And how did they even find this place in the first place?’

He would have noticed if they were tracking him. Hence, it must be the work of some spell. And their target was not Khan but…


Whoosh───!

A streak of light illuminating the night sky cleared his mind of worries.

‘Right. I can worry about it later; it’s enough.’

The situation was visibly dire. The estate’s inhabitants were putting up a valiant resistance, but against such foes, their efforts hardly counted as meaningful resistance.

It was impossible to cover such an extensive front with just one paladin.

‘Aries is tied down, and the casualties continue to rise.’

Ultimately, to turn the tide, he had to take down the mage controlling the minions from the rear.

Fortunately, it seemed the mages had not considered a rear assault, focusing all their forces at the front.

Well, with their numbers, they probably felt secure enough.

But-

‘They became complacent.’

Crrrack.

Lowering his center of gravity, Khan bent his legs, his muscles bulging even more formidable than the heads of average men.

[Leaping (C) – 97.1%]

─C Grade Effect, Pounce :: Jumping with a strong step increases the effect based on strength.

─D Grade Effect, Safe Landing :: Greatly reduces fall damage.

Thump!

A heavy step, followed by another.

Khan’s hefty body launched high into the air.

In the blink of an eye, his body rocketed across the battlefield sky, reaching the rear where the mages were positioned.


Just before touching the ground.

His body spun in mid-air with a twist at the waist.

Crrrack!

Pouring all the speed from the leap and the power gained from the fall into the rotation, he swung his axe. Two mages, unable to dodge in time, were literally cleaved in half.

“Just when I thought I’d get a good wash, these damn pests appear.”

“Mon, monster……!”

He had no intention of holding back. He needed to finish the fight before the water cooled if he wanted to bathe again.

“Stop him──!”

A middle-aged man, who looked more suited for a lectern, pointed at Khan and erupted in hysteria.

Ah, that’s a face that could give someone PTSD. Reminded of a teacher who had relentlessly tormented him during his school days, Khan winced and curled his feet in disgust.

“Why……!”

Fuming with outrage at being targeted first, the middle-aged man exploded in fury as Khan smirked. Why, indeed.

“Didn’t like your face.”

With considerable speed, the middle-aged man deployed a barrier and began to chant another spell.

Cling-!

However, before he could complete the spell, Khan’s axe shattered the black magic barrier in a single blow. Panicking, the middle-aged man ceased his chanting and spread his hands wide.

“Scutum, refléxĭo-!”

‘The incantation!’

An opaque shield floated between Khan and the middle-aged man, isolating them.

Khan hurried to retrieve his axe, but realizing he was too late, he braced for the impact.


Boom───!

A terrible shock battered Khan’s entire body, churning his innards and loosening his grip on his weapon. Damn, this hurts!

“What are you doing! Attack him!”

Being a necromancer didn’t mean he was completely clueless about other types of magic.

Weakness, exhaustion, paralysis, sensory deprivation… More than a handful of curse spells surged towards Khan, who lay helplessly on the ground.

The continuous layering of curses was excessive for just one person.

However, the necromancers indiscriminately firing these spells lacked this awareness.

The initial powerful appearance. The fear ingrained at that moment snatched away the mages’ rational minds instantly.

“Make him unable to move─!”

“It doesn’t matter if there’s nothing left of him! Just kill him somehow!”

Nevertheless.

The face of the middle-aged man commanding the attack remained unsmiling, twisting as if he had received a major shock.

‘The artifact…!’

The opaque shield he deployed wasn’t an item inscribed with a mage’s spell but a real artifact containing ancient technology.

A monstrous relic that could definitely save one’s life while facing a monster and provide an opportunity for a counterattack, something that couldn’t be damaged by ordinary means.

‘Just one blow?!’

That such an artifact could be overloaded by a mere axe strike… If one had tried to block it carelessly, they would have undoubtedly blown to pieces.

The reflected shock would harm the attacher as well, but-.

“This is a painful loss…”

Considering the drastically reduced lifespan of the artifact, he couldn’t help but frown. At the very least, both the paladin and this barbarian must be turned into undead to break even…

“Never let him get close. A mere touch would blast you to pieces. Hunt him down before the paladin reaches us.”

A huge hell serpent, created from dark magic, charged at Khan as he was getting up on one knee.

The black magic that intensified the effects of curses. ‘Fangs of the Hell Serpent’ had been activated.

“O Lord, shine your light──!”

However, the necromancers were reminded all too late that the barbarian wasn’t the only threat on the battlefield.

A sacred wave spread widely around the platinum-haired paladin, instantly suppressing the flow of dark magic. ‘Cry of Radiance,’ a spell that subdued the aura of evil.

For a brief moment, the undead’s advance halted. But Aries had not aimed for the undead.

“You bastards-!”

Her real goal was to temporarily neutralize the curses binding Khan.

Freed from the reflected shock and curses by the artifact, Khan burst into action like an untamed colt.

Using sheer physical power, not a leap skill, Khan rushed at a necromancer persistently casting curses.

With one hand, his axe split open a chest and with the other, his fist shattered a skull.

Crunch. Bang!

To a warrior of his caliber, necromancers unprotected by undead were no more than sturdy punching bags.

From seven necromancers, their number quickly dropped to less than half, all by the hand of a single barbarian.

As a result.

“The undead are falling!”

“Just hold on a bit longer! We just need to survive!”

The most troublesome Death Knight was tied down by Aries, and the rear where the necromancers were was swept away by a single warrior.

It was not just a fight to delay impending death but a battle with a belief that survival was possible.

“Damn it…!”

The face of the middle-aged man leading the necromancers twisted fiercely.

He was certain they would win comfortably.

Believing it impossible for the opposition to mount any significant resistance, he had anticipated a one-sided slaughter.

But what in the world was this situation?

“Please save me! Lord Devin-!”

Another necromancer’s head burst open in the hands of an ashen barbarian, claiming his life. This left only a haughty man and a middle-aged individual alive.

The situation was desperate.

The necromancer’s cold logic concluded that everyone would learn of his death.

‘Can I escape?’

Someone had to inform their master about the existence of the barbarian aiding the paladin, and it was clear that no one but he himself was fit for the task. However, this would require a sacrifice…

“Lord Devin! We must retreat…ugh!”

“Where do you think you’re going?”

The ashen barbarian, who had just gruesomely pulled out the axe handle from the top of the retreating man’s head, grinned broadly, showing all his teeth.

“Now it’s just you, wise guy.”

“You’re strong. Unbelievably strong. There are not many barbarian warriors active in the kingdom, but only the most famous among them number three.”

“What are you babbling about?”

The middle-aged necromancer didn’t mind the barbarian’s indifferent response and continued with a carefree laugh.

“One is a warrior from the north cherished by the Black Wing Duke. Another is the Ogre Slayer who took on an ogre head-on in the east. The Executioner from the north… But the Black Wing Duke wouldn’t have handed over his prized great warrior to just any pawn of divinity, and if it were the rumored Executioner, communication would have been impossible. So, you must be the Ogre Slayer, right?”

“So what?”

“Is Eliya dead?”

“Rong ago.”

“I see. That’s regrettable. Such a talented child.”

Despite his words, the middle-aged man’s face was bitterly cold. He was merely stalling for time.

“Being pursued by a divine pawn and the Ogre Slayer joining forces leaves us with no choice. I’ve lost this time.”

“This time?”

Khan, placing his axe on his shoulder, let out a disbelieving chuckle.

“Do you think there will be a next time?”

“Of course…”

Whoosh—!

The axe swung by Khan harmlessly sliced through the air.

[Obviously, there will be.]

The middle-aged man’s voice echoed from every direction as if he vanished into the earth, a phenomenon clearly caused by a spell.

‘Annoying spell: Shadow Concealment.’

Khan shook his head, unable to pinpoint the direction despite concentrating his senses.

The ‘Shadow Concealment’ was one of the more troublesome survival spells of necromancers, difficult to counter for anyone not versed in magic.

Meanwhile, the necromancer’s voice continued to resonate.

[It was a significant loss. But not knowing of your existence, barbarian, would have been a greater loss.]

The dead necromancers began to rise.

Most of them left not even a complete corpse behind, but whatever remained merged together to form a shape.

This was an entity born from the necromancers who sought immortality, burning with a green flame in their hollow eye sockets.

[Although hastily made and hence somewhat crude, it’s capable enough to hinder you. After all, it’s a lich crafted from the corpses of necromancers.]

The middle-aged man had utilized the corpses of his priests to create a lich. This newly revived lich began to raise more undead.

[Then. I’ll come looking for you with my master next time. Barbarian.]

With those final words, the middle-aged man’s voice abruptly stopped, as he had already left the battlefield.

“We must pursue.”

The necromancer holding much information had fled.

Was it unacceptable to let him go? Aries seemed ready to burst out in pursuit at any moment.

“Don’t go. Shouldn’t we deal with the lich first?”

A thick hand reached out to block her path.

“I’ll pursue. Khan will handle the lich.”

It was a fair judgment; Aries could sense traces of necromancy.

Nevertheless, Khan did not retract his hand.

‘She seems unusually emotional. It looked that way even in her fight with the dark knight…’

Was there a story between him and that middle-aged man? But even so, he couldn’t just let her go easily.

“Listen to me. If you wish to catch Darkin, it would be better to postpone it.”

“…?”

At his firm stance, Aries tilted her head in confusion, and Khan responded not with words but with a meaningful smile.

“Well. You’ll see.”
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Looking at his body, dirtier than before he had bathed, Khan frowned due to the mess left by the dark mage. His face, already marred by distorted scars, made him look fierce enough to knock out a crying child, but Aries approached him nonchalantly and smacked him on the shin.

“Why do you do that, little lady?”

The feeling of being kicked in the shin was somewhat stronger than expected, but Khan was sturdy enough not to consider it painful. It was more like being poked by a young nephew.

“…Explain.”

“Ah. You’re asking why we let that bastard go.”

Aries nodded.

“The scent is fading. We’ll lose him.”

“Dark magic isn’t infinite. Soon enough, he’ll be exhausted and drop on his own. His escape speed will decrease too. There’s no need to hurry,” Khan explained.

Despite the explanation, Aries still looked puzzled. She understood why they had deliberately let him go, but shouldn’t they follow the scent right now?

Sensing her confusion, Khan elaborated further.

“What can a lone guy do? Seems like he was relying on a Dark Knight, which you crushed… He’ll probably try to run and tattle to his master. All we need to do is follow him leisurely.”

But there’s something to do before that. Muttering to himself in almost inaudible whispers, Khan started heading somewhere.

Curiously yet briskly, Aries followed him, and they arrived at the monastery’s backyard.

“Why are we here?”

“What, you expect me to roam around naked all day?”

“Ah.”

Khan grabbed and donned his gear from the laundry line in the backyard.

‘Lizardman Elite Warrior’s Clawed Hand,’ ‘Floor-Crawling Rat’s Leather Boots,’ ‘Ogre’s Groin Protector,’ ‘Snow Mountain White Wolf’s Fur Armor,’ ‘Courier’s Wrist Guard’…

Every piece of equipment boosted his stats. Khan checked the improved condition of his body briefly and smiled contentedly. Now, he felt more at ease.


“Follow me again. We have to meet our faithful little rat.”

“Rat?”

“The old, cowardly rat you know well.”

With that hint, Khan pushed open the back door of the monastery.

The interior of the decaying monastery was eerie enough to not be surprised if a ghost appeared, but they were not the type to fear ghosts.

“Where is the priest’s room?”

“At the very end.”

“Right.”

They walked through the relatively spacious corridor, past the rooms where children studied the bible, offices for various tasks, and the storage for supplies, until they reached a door at the far end.

Bang!

“Yeek!”

As the door opened, a suppressed scream leaked from inside.

Aries immediately recognized it as the old priest Bethel’s voice. It dawned on her that Bethel was the ‘faithful little rat’ Khan mentioned.

“I knew it. All bark and no bite-.”

“You… barbarian?”

“Yes. A barbarian. And a rat.”

“Aaargh!”

Khan effortlessly lifted the old priest with one hand.

Bethel, feeling the terror from Khan’s strong grip, struggled to break free but couldn’t, as his feet dangled in the air.

“Little lady. From what I see, you’ve been chasing Darkin Perayas for a while. During that time, have you ever exposed your identity to them?”


“…No.”

“That’s peculiar. According to what that runaway said, he was under the impression that a paladin was here. If so, that was a considerable force.”

The implication was clear. Betrayal. Aries’ face stiffened slightly.

“No, it wasn’t…”

“It might not be,” Khan conceded.

Bethel hastily claimed his innocence, but Khan’s gaze remained chillingly indifferent.

“To be sure of having a paladin here, they must have used Ericksen. And with his death, they attacked, confident… Meaning, either you slipped up and exposed yourself, or there is a traitor among us. One of the two, isn’t it?”

“No, it was probably my mistake.”

“Ah, is that so.”

The confession seemed almost like a jest as Khan released Bethel’s neck.

“I said it wasn’t me…!”

Bethel, aggrieved from being wrongfully accused, vented his frustration, but Khan responded indifferently.

“Well, whether it’s true or not. If you were hiding away while everyone else was fighting, you’d have no right to complain even if you were beaten up.”

“…That’s…”

“I don’t care what you want from that little lady here, but with an attitude like that, you’re bound to fail in life. You must have really gotten on their bad side.”

The elderly priest’s face twisted markedly, revealing anger and fear in a way that seemed impossible for a deeply devout cleric.

“Oh, no. That’s not the case! O esteemed one, promised by the Lord’s side…! I have done my utmost. I’ve ensured our defenses are fortified without missing a single day of blessings, and armed the faith of our followers…!”

“You thought doing so would make your achievements stand out.”

“What…!”

Bethel was visibly startled by the insight that didn’t seem to come from a barbarian. Khan sneered repeatedly at Bethel.


“Are you truly aiming to be of help to that little lady? I’m somewhat doubtful.”

“That is the truth…! Do not insult my faith, barbarian!”

“A faith that disappears in danger and flourishes only in peace. This isn’t a buffet… picking and choosing as you please.”

Bethel’s face flushed with insult. Although he didn’t quite grasp the meaning of a buffet, he was certain it was a slight against him.

‘Is this enough?’

Thinking it was time to dangle a carrot, Khan grinned slightly.

“If you want to achieve what you desire, you’ll have to be of enough help to gain that little lady’s recognition, don’t you think?”

“O-Of course, that will be the case.”

“Yes, that’s more like it.”

Khan’s smile deepened at the priest’s firm response. A vow made in front of a paladin was not one easily broken.

Khan then issued various commands to Bethel, who had no choice but to become a yes-man, accepting all of them.

“I trust they will be well observed, Priest Bethel. One can only imagine what will happen if they’re not…”

With those words, Khan left the monastery, thinking the frail body of the mage would be growing tired by now.

*

*

*

“Huff. Huff. Huff!”

Devin simply ran. With his mana for shadow-moving spells exhausted, his only means of travel was his two legs.

‘I must hurry and inform them.’ Devin thought of the gray barbarian.

The scars covering his bare body, a size that seemed twice that of ordinary men, and a brutishly simple combat style.

‘The intel was wrong. He’s a monster.’

A barbarian warrior fortunate enough to hunt down a young ogre.

That was the extent of the information provided by Darkin, and while Devin had agreed it might not be entirely accurate, he didn’t expect a significant discrepancy.

But the creature was a monster capable of easily downing knights of considerable skill.

“Damn. Damn…!”

His master, Darkin Perayas, was a merciless figure who wouldn’t forgive an incompetent disciple.

Having served him for years, Devin knew all too well that returning now would mean certain death at his master’s hands.

He stopped after a long run and scraped together the last of his mana to cast a life-tracking spell to survey the surroundings.

No response. Finally, Devin took a breath and pulled out a tiny worm from his pocket.

Its body was black with red patterns, and it had more than ten tentacle-like legs – its appearance was designed to invoke disgust.

“Eugh. Euh.”

Devin clenched his eyes shut and shoved the worm corpse into his right ear.

Then, the corpse, thought dead, awakened and began to nibble away at his flesh.

Crunch, crunch – the sound of his flesh being eaten echoed in his head, but soon stopped.

“M-Master. This is Devin! Can you hear me?!”

-What happened?

“I’ve failed…! There’s a monster by the paladin’s side! It, it killed all the other disciples alone!”

-A monster? Explain in detail.

Devin explained the situation as quickly and desperately as possible, hoping to convey that ‘it was an unforeseeable variable that led to his failure.’

After all, a dark mage still holds the rationale of a mage.

While fear and horror spilled from his mouth, Devin’s eyes remained unshaken, a testament to a mage’s cold logic.

“…I couldn’t stop him with my abilities. He’s a monster that wrecks artifacts with his ax swings. At least, if you could assist, Master, or the remaining forces in Kirutz!”

-Enough.

“Master!”

-I said, enough.

The voice echoing in his head was icy. Although the voice created by the flesh-eating organism in his ear differed greatly from his master’s, Devin could tell his master was angered.

It was time to step back and seek his master’s opinion.

“Then, what should I…”

-As you know, its completion is not far off. So, you need to stay hidden for now. I will personally deal with the paladin and the barbarian later.

“…Yes, I understand.”

I survived. I made it out alive.

Devin let out a sigh of relief without showing it outwardly. All that was left was to steal a new body and change his identity.

‘Should I get out of Argon? Yes, let’s get out. I’ll head to Bates and wait for my master’s call.’

Having completed its role, the corpse of the transmission insect was removed from Devin’s ear as he got up. Although he had managed to escape the fate of dying at his master’s hand, the list of tasks necessary for survival piled up like a mountain.

A new body to steal. He needed to obtain the body of a vagrant with as few complications as possible.

Black magic and power replenishment. It could be done by leeching the life force of demons to raise the undead. It was a temporary measure, but that part could be taken care of once he reached Bates.

A city known for its outlaws was certainly filled with enough victims of black magic.

“Alright….”

“Alright? You son of a bitch.”

‘What…!’

Startled by the unexpected whisper, Devin spun around. However, the brutish hands of someone who had approached silently and swiftly closed around his neck.

[Stealth (C) – 3%]

He released the suppressed presence and grabbed Devin’s neck.

And from behind, a pure white radiance began to envelop the surroundings. It was the paladin’s ‘Sanctuary Proclamation’.

“How…!”

Despite his fading consciousness from being choked, Devin was filled with questions. He was sure he had confirmed the absence of anyone nearby using life tracking. Even if someone had approached afterward, how could such a large body approach silently?

Could this damned barbarian have eavesdropped on the conversation? No, that wasn’t the important part.

He hadn’t mentioned the master’s name, and the word ‘Kirutz’ was more of a slang used among them.

Then there still might be a way out.

“Spare my life! I will lead you to where my master is! Please!”

‘I can’t fight this brute and the paladin alone anyway. It might be better to take them to where the master is and let him deal with it…!’

“I can hear you scheming.”

“…!”

“Kirutz. The name of the land of the dead established by the Archmage Darkin Perayas after erasing Argon. Is he still planning to use that?”

“What are you…!”

‘What is he talking about?’

Devin’s mind, which had been turning sharply, became confused. The words sounded as if he had seen the future. And it wasn’t just senseless babble; it matched the actual plans of his master.

“I see. So that’s why the capital of Kirutz wasn’t the capital of Argon but located in the western mountain ranges.”

“…!”

Concepts only beloved disciples, gathered by his master and drilled into their ears to the point of exhaustion, were being revealed by the mouth of a barbarian deemed primitive.

‘Could he really have seen the future?’

But the confusion was short-lived.

Crack─.

The brutish grasp of the barbarian twisted and tore out his neck, obtaining all the answers.

“Be gone.”

With such ease. Khan ended the decades-long reign of the dark mage over the kingdom, his gaze shifting to the west… towards where the capital of Kirutz once stood.

Memories that shouldn’t emerge flooded his mind.

The most powerful nation in this world.

The army of the dead that invaded the kingdom’s land. ‘I’, and the ever-changing ‘me’ standing in front of it.

Sometimes a mercenary hired by the senators of the kingdom, sometimes a swordsman who had reached the transcendental realm with just a sword, an assassin who had killed the most nobles in the history of the continent, or an archer who had inherited the techniques of a mystic master…

These were all characters Khan had once played, and their memories overflowed as if they were his own real experiences.

Possessed by the memories of those characters… Khan lifted his head to look at the sky by his own will.

The enormous skeletal dragon that cast its shadow over the land of the kingdom, too vast to be seen in one glance.

And the figure perched on the head of the skeletal dragon came into view.

The first disaster that brought about destruction, the worst named boss that caused numerous players to give up. The final boss of Act 5.

“Darkin Perayas.”

Even though he wasn’t a disaster yet, he was still a formidable dark mage.

Especially, Khan knew all too well that dealing with a mage holed up in their stronghold was several times more troublesome than usual.

‘Well, since it’s something that needs to be done anyway, it’s better to be thorough. After all, he’s one with quite the reward.’

What’s more important was.

Among the rewards dropped by Darkin Perayas, there was an item capable of solving a chronic problem that Khan currently faced.

Therefore.

‘First, I’ll create a situation from which he can’t escape.’
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The Western Great Mountains cover 20 percent of the kingdom’s territory, making them an immense range. Their reach extends beyond that, continuing into the lands of neighboring countries, so their size defied imagination. Moreover, even with the power of the human race, which has vanquished numerous other races and seized dominion over the continent, these mountains remain an uncharted territory they’ve yet to fully conquer. Given their location between the neighboring kingdoms of Argon and Morrow, it’s no wonder that these mountains are the reason neither kingdom has invaded the other.

“One could argue that even a fantasy version of Napoleon wouldn’t dare to conquer the Western Great Mountains.” 

The diverse and long-established ecosystem of magical creatures, combined with the treacherous terrain and the sheer enormity, would be overwhelming to even a powerful minority, let alone an entire army.

And now, Khan and Aries have been staying in Nordic, a city adjacent to the Western Great Mountains, for a week. One might think they should hurry to storm Darkin’s lair and take him down, but…

“Taking down a necromancer holed up in his lair merits thorough preparation. There’s no harm in being overly prepared.” Based on experiences in the game, it’s highly likely that Darkin’s lair is located somewhere in the Necar Mountain, which border Nordic.

The problem is that the Necar Mountain themselves are a dangerous territory. “After losing his forces to the empire and players’ counterattack, Darkin retreats to his base to prepare for his last stand, and an elite task force of strong individuals is assembled to eliminate him…” That was the climax of Act 5, notorious for its brutal difficulty. Nearly every creature, comparable to boss-level named monsters, and endlessly emerging beasts from the mountains must be cut through to even reach Darkin for a boss fight, with most attempts ending at the entrance.

“Back then, the entire Necar Mountain were his domain. Things should be slightly better now.” However, the situation remains dire, and Khan considered three essential conditions for the expedition to the Necar Mountain.

Firstly, they would need a guide well-versed in the geography of the Necar Mountain. To minimize the energy wasted fighting monsters and to conserve strength for the showdown with Darkin. Luckily, Khan had thought of someone, an NPC who volunteered to guide them in the upcoming Darkin raid. His hometown was Nordic.

“He wanted revenge on the one who had ruined his hometown. It’s fortunate I remember him, considering he’s an extra with surprisingly a lot of lines.” Having frequented Necar Mountain even before the fall of the Argon Kingdom, he was without doubt the best choice for a guide.

Next, they had to create conditions where Darkin’s apprentices couldn’t interfere, isolating him for Aries and Khan to strike.

The last condition was…

“I’m hungry. Let’s eat.”

A voice cut through his thoughts, making Khan look up.

“Can’t you order that yourself?”

“……”

With a somewhat sullen look, Aries stared back. Khan sighed and pulled out a handful of silver coins from his purse, handing them over.

“Borrowing money from a barbarian, of all people. What is the world coming to.”

“Here. Get some meat.”

“Yes, sir!”


As Aries sourly went to order food, Khan leaned back in his chair as if lying down.

“Hmm. The alcohol tastes especially good today.”

“That’s for sure…”

“…Ahem.”

The men around them, who seemed to have been petrified in place, began to act awkwardly. It was clear they were watching Khan’s moves.

‘They never get tired of it, do they?’

In the past week since arriving in Nordic, given the treacherous reputation of the Necar Mountain and the fierce nature and provincialism of the mercenaries who made their living hunting there, confrontations were inevitable.

‘I must have knocked down about thirty or forty of them by now. Mercenaries sure don’t tire easily.’

There’s no way they didn’t know Khan was staying in this tavern, yet they still chose to occupy the place and make themselves known. It couldn’t be out of love for getting beaten.

‘Maybe they are starting to react to my presence.’

He was prepared for this daily occurrence until the awaited one arrives. After all, it would end once the person was dealt with, so he dismissed it from his mind.

Just then,

“Nordic! I have returned─! I, at last, have made my comeback. Ha, ha, ha!”

Thump──!

“Hey…! Stop messing around and sit here!”

“Why did that idiot have to come back now…?!”

“Huh? What are you saying? Speak up clearly, don’t whisper like a mouse.”

“Come here, you lunatic!”

Caught off guard by the sudden situation, the mercenaries glanced at Khan’s place, then, as if deciding to completely immobilize them to prevent further nonsense, they grabbed the lively man’s arms from both sides.

“Ugh, quite the enthusiastic welcome!”


“Shut up and just drink!”

“Somebody shove some side dishes in this guy’s mouth!”

Several burly mercenaries rushed over and stuffed the lively man’s mouth with chewing snacks and beer.

The scene almost resembled a form of food torture, and Khan turned his gaze away from the injustice unfolding before him.

‘To think they’re using the most terrible torture techniques produced by the 21st-century military already. These wicked fantasy creatures….’

Overwhelmed by the surge of old memories, Khan turned his head just in time to see Aries’s platinum hair shaking in rhythm with chewing meat. She sure eats heartily.

Then, feeling Khan’s gaze, Aries stopped chewing and looked up, their eyes meeting.

“…Why?”

“No, keep eating. You need to eat well to grow tall. Ugh.”

This cheeky one… Khan had offered a compliment on how well she was eating, only for her to throw sass?

Khan’s eyes widened in anger, but Aries simply turned her head away, refusing to make eye contact.

It almost felt like the time when he had told his pubescent niece that ‘it’s nice to see you didn’t grow tall like your mom,’ only to have her burst into tears.

Maybe they were both too young. Even kind words seemed to be taken the wrong way.

‘Back in my day, it was basic manners to listen and understand when an adult spoke.’

As Khan was feeling the transient nature of time, a chaotic noise suddenly erupted where the lively man was being force-fed, accompanied by a loud crash!

“Hahaha! The welcome ceremony is rather intense today! Good to see my friends after such a long time!”

Several adults, robust mercenaries at that, were being carried around like baggage, which even Khan found quite astonishing.

He had initially thought it was just one noisy fellow arriving but hadn’t thought much of it.

“Oh? Wait. Wait! There are some faces I don’t recognize?”

Just as Khan had shown interest in the lively man, the lively man, having shaken off the mercenaries clinging to him, also displayed interest upon spotting Khan and Aries.


“A girl in a robe and a barbarian? That’s quite the unique combination! Even I, a mercenary with twenty years of experience, have never seen such!”

What a mess! And Khan could see the surrounding reactions, though the lively man seemed utterly unconcerned.

‘This one’s truly clueless.’

“Hmm. So, is that barbarian friend your escort? Then it’s an excellent choice! Barbarians are very trustworthy friends unlike what these fools might say!”

“Enough of your crazy talk and come here! Are you looking to die?!”

“Hey, you guys! Fearing them just because of such prejudice is rude!”

“Skull crusher! A skull crusher!”

“You lot have some really bad habits! How can you give such a dreadful nickname and ostracize someone?”

Suddenly, the discussion turned into a heated debate about barbarian, making Khan scratch the back of his head. What in the world were they doing?

“Munch munch.”

Meanwhile, Aries continued to eat next to him, indifferent to the mercenaries’ discussion, which gradually grew more heated.

“Didn’t I tell you? Seven years ago, I was caught by a group of greenskins but managed to solve things through conversation and even got a meal out of it! You shouldn’t treat other races like monsters!”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. That barbarian… That person has cracked more than a few skulls…!”

‘Where’s the popcorn when you need it?’

Khan felt a bit uneasy hearing greenskins used as an example in a conversation about barbarian, but it was nonetheless interesting to watch.

Of course, he made sure to remember the face of the one spreading rumors about skull crushers.

“Seems like talking won’t convince you stiff-necked folks. Then let me show you. The rumors about barbarian are all false!”

Failing to make them understand through words, the lively man, thumping his chest, boldly approached where Khan and Aries were sitting.

“Pleased to meet you, friends. What brings you to Nordic?”

“We’re heading to Necar Mountain.”

“To Necar Mountain? Are you seeking to prove your valor to the barbarian? There are better places for that.”

Khan squinted his eyes.

‘This one knows more than I thought.’

The ‘proving of valor’ was an archaic tradition in the Frost Gorge that involved proving one’s bravery to the gods.

Meaning, it was knowledge not commonly known outside of the barbarian’ circle…

“Have you ever met another warrior from the Frost Gorge?”

“I fought back-to-back with one on the battlefield once. I learned about the proving of valor then. When I asked why he came to the battlefield, he said it was to prove himself to his god!”

“If that’s the case, this conversation should be quick. You’re aware that the Necar Mountain are dangerous enough, aren’t you?”

“Well, it might not be as dangerous as you think. Except for when the monsters overflow occasionally, it’s not much different from any other place. The neighboring city of Wagner would be a better mention. That place is in a constant state of war all day long! Don’t you folks have a penchant for dangerously—almost foolishly—dangerous battlefields?”

‘Who’s this medieval buffoon calling foolish?’

Khan’s brows furrowed, but he decided to extend the conversation.

“The depths of the Necar Mountain. Isn’t that place enough to prove one’s bravery?”

“…Are you serious?”

“Warriors of the Frost Gorge do not lie.”

This was also one of the traditions of Frost Gorge. Always act in a manner that would not embarrass oneself before the gods. And of course, shameful acts naturally included lying.

Of course, Khan himself didn’t care a whit about the traditions of Frost Gorge or the gods.

However, to those well-acquainted with barbarian, there could be no clearer declaration of intent.

“…You’re serious.”

“I always am.”

Steadfastly gazing into Khan’s unwavering eyes, the lively man let out a deep sigh.

“Then give up. That place… That place is not one you return from alive. Even the mighty empire struggles to subjugate it, calling it an untamed land compared to the demon realm.”

“I’m aware.”

“No. You don’t understand. If you knew what kind of beings roamed the depths, you wouldn’t say such things. Once, a creature from the depths made its way out of the Necar Mountain and pounded on the city walls. Do you know what happened?”

“I, of course, do not.”

“Nordic, Wagner, Cherno… Mercenaries from the three adjacent cities all gathered at the wall in hope of capturing it. Given how rare it was for such a monster to be caught, even a bit of its flesh would sell for a high price. In the end, three hundred gathered.”

In a world where even a knight with an estate calling soldiers to war couldn’t gather more than fifty.

The assembled force of three hundred mercenaries, all of them, could easily replace a minor noble’s power.

“Driven by the chance of striking it rich, regardless of whether they were rookies, intermediates, or veterans, the mercenaries who gathered at the wall charged at the monster when it appeared again….”

Over a hundred fell that day. With a subdued voice, the air within the tavern seemed to grow heavier.

Perhaps because.

The mercenaries present were still haunted by the terror of that day.

“Still planning to go?”

“Of course.”

“Ha…”

Having tried desperately to dissuade Khan, the lively man could only shake his head, realizing the futility against such stubbornness.

“No choice then. I shall pray that your bravery reaches the gods. No, let’s all have a toast instead. What is your name?”

“Son of Gordi, Khan.”

“Well then. If we do not wish good fortune on a warrior setting out to prove his courage towards death, we are no men!”

Attempting to change the mood, the lively man got up briskly with a bright smile, holding up a mug full of beer.

“Everyone, grab your mugs and stand up!”

“This lunatic really….”

“How many lives does he think one has? That guy is…”

“Ah!”

At the lively man’s stern look, the mercenaries reluctantly stood up. Once he saw everyone standing, the lively man smiled contentedly, lifting his mug high into the air.

“Though our meeting was brief, I admire the courage to knowingly face dangers! I have little expectation, but I hope to see your whole face again! To the brave, albeit foolish warrior Khan! Cheers—!”

“Cheers….”

HaHaHaHa! As the lively man laughed out loud, having downed his beer in one go, the barbarian who had become a foolish warrior.

Khan’s face twisted.

‘The nerve of this guy…’

*

*

*

After the commotion of the toast settled down, Khan, wearing a smile full of satisfaction, grabbed the lively man.

“Speaking of which. I haven’t caught your name.”

It definitely wasn’t with any petty thought like ‘I’ll pay you back once this is all over.’ Sincerely.

It was with a light-hearted feeling that if someone with such a mindset could survive this, they’d be formidable.

“Me? I‘m Ron Ironhammer, friend!”

And then… as the self-introduction continued, Khan’s face twisted strangely. Ron, is it?
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Roaming the Western Great Mountains without a guide was practically impossible. This was because the territories of various monstrous creatures were densely packed throughout the area.

Blindly pushing forward would only lead to being surrounded and killed by countless beasts in short order.

In fact, there were frequent instances in Act 5 where adventurers perishing while navigating the Western Great Mountains, and the NPC that needed to be recruited to solve this issue was none other than ‘Guide Ron.’

A ruthless avenger who had devoted his life solely to revenge against Darkin Pereyas…

‘Or so it should have been…’

“Your name is Ron, right?”

“Indeed. The mightiest man of the Nordics. Ron Ironhammer, at your service!”

“Hmm.”

Is this guy really him? Khan, looking at Ron who was laughing heartily with his chin up, recalled with a cold expression.

The guide from Act 5 was described as having bushy beards and sunken eyes, giving off a serious impression…

But the man before him seemed no more than a frivolous uncle, nothing more, nothing less. Could it be just a matter of expression?

Upon closer inspection, his expressions and demeanor did somewhat overlap with the face Khan had seen on the screen…

Not to mention, the significant detail of wielding a large hammer and his verbose nature were consistent.

‘Could it really be…?’

“Stop smiling for a moment, and keep a poker face.”

“Like this?”

“…It’s really him.”

Khan sighed quietly upon seeing Ron awkwardly lower his mouth corners.

This meant that his hatred for Darkin was indeed profound enough to transform this frivolous chatterbox into a somber avenging spirit.


Had Darkin not targeted Khan as his prey first…? Khan would have undoubtedly circumvented Necar Mountain, where Darkin was presumed to be, and ventured into the Western Great Mountains.

His policy was to never get entangled with the main quest.

If that had happened, Darkin would have survived, and Ron would have become an avenger in this world as well, burning his life away for vengeance.

‘It was expected the moment I decided to take down Darkin.’

In this world, Khan was an overly significant variable.

His single decision could alter countless futures.

The death of Darkin meant preventing the downfall of the Argon Kingdom, naturally twisting the story significantly from the future he knew.

Countless lives would be saved or lost following his decision, much like the protagonist of a game.

Whether Khan intended such outcomes or not.

‘It’s meaningless to think about it now…’

Forcing his thoughts aside, Khan slightly relaxed his frown and spoke up.

“Right. Iron Hammer…. If you’ve been serving as a mercenary in this region for twenty years, it would be hard to find anyone more knowledgeable about Necar Mountain than you.”

“Of course! How many mercenaries do you think are as experienced as me?”

Certainly more than one or two. Khan noted internally without verbalizing it. Instead, he appeased Ron with some flattering words, making him burst into laughter, pleased.

“Hahaha! In truth, there aren’t many mercenaries stronger than me in the Nordics!”

“That foul mouth of yours…!”

“Hey. Ron! If you don’t want to die, take back what you said!”

Ron’s face flushed with a moderate amount of intoxication. Despite the angry jeers from others, his casual laughter didn’t seem to dampen his spirits.

It might have been an act to lighten the mood after a serious conversation.

‘He’s not quite the typical mercenary. In several ways. Though he lacks awareness.’


“That kind of experience must make your rate quite high, doesn’t it?”

“Well, yes. In this business, there’s nothing more reliable than experience for proving one’s worth. Depending on the job… but at the very least, I receive half a gold coin as my daily rate.”

Half a gold coin shared a rough equivalence with the salary of a lower-tier knight. Indeed, for the wage of a single mercenary, it was a considerable amount, implying he had skills worth tolerating his disastrous speech.

“How much do you charge for assignments that are more time-consuming and risky?”

“Hmm. Well, I’d have to calculate it precisely, but… depending on the risk, it could be up to double. Truth be told, I often turn down really dangerous jobs even if they offer a heap of gold.”

“I see…”

A gold coin a day. Khan seemed contemplative for a moment, unconsciously scratching the scar that stretched from his neckline to his lower left cheek.

Misinterpreting his action as shock at the high fee, Ron chuckled and filled his cup.

“Well, no need to be so surprised. I command such a fee due to my long career. Compared to mages, who can earn a fortune even as newcomers, the earnings of a mercenary like me are rather modest.”

“I see. I’ve made up my mind.”

“Huh? What have you decided…?”

As Khan rummaged through his backpack for a moment, he suddenly thrust out his fist.

Unaware of what that meant, Ron looked perplexed, but then the fist opened slowly, revealing a cascade of golden lumps.

The sound of the gold hitting the surface made someone involuntarily swallow their saliva, as eyes watching the golden lumps ignited with fiery greed. The items Khan dropped on the table held such compelling power.

“As an advance, five gold coins. Daily payment will be two gold coins. If the job is safely completed, I’ll top it up with an amount equal to the advance.”

“…”

“…”

Ron, unable to close his gaping mouth, watched as the corners of Khan’s mouth wickedly curled upwards.

The notion that no job is too dangerous to accept for the right price, could only be said by those who have never been offered such a sum.

‘How’s the taste of a 21st-century negotiation, oh medieval one?’


***

As the night deepened, the tavern, once bustling with people, was now empty.

Unlike most taverns which typically rearrange their tables against the walls to make room for lodging at night, this place was practically a private lodging thanks to Khan’s generous bribe.

Clatter. Clatter.

Inside, Khan aimlessly fiddled with a salad that had gone off due to being neglected for too long.

The sight of a massive barbarian playing with his food like a sulky child was peculiar, but his scowling face asserted the reality of the situation.

“Quiet down.”

Unable to bear it any longer, Aries spoke up, her eyes chastising him as if asking how long he intended to keep this up.

But the response she received was the sound of even more vigorous clattering, as if in defiance.

“…”

Despite receiving a contemptuous look from someone younger than himself, Khan did not stop, feeling extremely irritable.

‘This isn’t working?’

The reason was simple. Ron had declined his offer.

Initially thinking Ron was holding out for more money, Khan was willing to offer more, but Ron’s outright refusal without even a moment’s hesitation seemed to suggest otherwise.

Honestly, rejecting the amount of money that could easily hire a knight – does that even make sense?

By Khan’s standards, a mercenary turning down money was as absurd as a mage swearing off lies.

And yet, the most needed person in the current predicament was doing exactly that, frustratingly so.

“Should I have just given him the whole purse?”

“Not my money.”

“Hey, don’t be so stingy over a few pennies.”

“No.”

Aries ignited with indignation at the mention of using up her personal savings—which were few silver coins in Khan’s purse—to fund the plan.

‘I told you I’d save it for you and give it back later.’

Aries didn’t understand the beautiful Korean tradition of adults holding onto children’s money to return it later, dodging her hand as Khan picked the purse back up.

“Anyhow. Things have gotten complicated. Seems like there isn’t another guide quite like that friend. Spending more time here is also problematic.”

It might have seemed like a casual remark, but in reality, Khan was internally dealing with a complex situation.

Without a guide, the difficulty of the plan significantly increased. If money was of no use, then perhaps… 

‘I might have no choice but to use that.’

Khan’s expression, as he pondered over his last recourse—a method that had rarely failed him—was ominously serious.

As if he was ready to barge into wherever Ron was staying at any moment.

“Don’t bother with useless thoughts. At least not for today.”

“Hm? Oh, that’s right. It’s almost time for that appointment. The name was…”

“Norman. The deputy abbot of the monastery.”

“Ah. Right. That was the name.”Khan recalled the information he had heard from the old rat Bethel and the words relayed just a few hours ago by a young deputy abbot from the monastery.

deputy abbot Norman. One of the influential figures virtually leading the Nordic monastery.

There were rumors that even the deputy abbots of the imperial church could learn a thing or two from his devoutness.

Aries had arranged a separate meeting after hearing that he had returned yesterday from a business trip to the neighboring city until recently.

“I do wonder if it’s really necessary to meet the deputy abbot at the crack of dawn.”

“That man. He was a knight aspirant.”

“So?”

“It would be good to meet him.”

Khan was utterly perplexed.

That the old authority was once a knight aspirant. Whether it really was something for Aries to go out of her way to greet him from dawn. Because an obvious cause and effect were not springing to mind.

“Khan, you think of a way to persuade him.”

“Well… I have roughly thought of a method.”

“Stay put until I return.”

Aries substituted her unreliable confidence with a look, then tightened her robe and stepped out of the tavern. Khan felt the dawn breeze enter through the slightly opened door and thought,

‘Looking at her roam around sleeplessly from dawn, she surely won’t grow any taller.’

Left alone, Khan casually spread a blanket on the floor, and then Ron’s words suddenly came to mind.

“How could one buy and sell lives with money. Let alone someone else’s, my own life. Consider that request as if you never heard it.”

People’s lives cannot be traded for money. Life is more precious than anything…

‘Are there actually people who don’t know that?’

Yes. It was rather a common sense too mundane.

After all, in this damned world, a person’s life was just an item that could be bought and sold for a few silver coins.

Moreover, the price tag varied so much from person to person that for nobles or knights, it could jump from a few gold coins to dozens.

He once thought long ago,

The way meat is priced in a butcher shop based on its origin and quality is not so different from how lives are valued in this world. What do these barbaric fantasy folks think of human lives?

‘That was what I thought, once…’

But a life that teetered on the edge of death overnight and was constantly under threat over a few years was enough to change him.

An amateur, who once trembled with a sword in hand, came to first think of the experience and rewards to follow.

It was because he couldn’t act as nonchalantly to any words as usual. It was as if he was being pointed out basic common sense by a native of this fantasy world.

‘Foul mood.’

It was questionable how he had managed to survive this harsh medieval fantasy with such soft thoughts.

In fact, he even suspected whether that guy could be a ‘transmigrator’ from Earth.

Thinking such thoughts only made Khan feel even more disgusted, so he decided to just go to sleep.

He resolved to rest until Aries returned and then go to persuade Ron again.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

If someone hadn’t started banging on the tavern door so harshly, he would have done so.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

As if fanning flames in a burning house. As Khan murmured with gritted teeth and the banging grew louder, veins popped on his forehead.

‘What kind of jerk is it?’

With sudden rage flaring up, Khan hesitated as he was about to grab an axe.

The words of Aries, telling him to stay put until she returned, and Ron talking about the value of life, both flashed through his mind simultaneously.

‘Damn it, I’ll have to send them back nicely by persuading them.’

Eventually retracting his hand from the axe, Khan grasped his fist and approached the still thunderously knocking door. Then, as if noticing someone inside, the violent knocking suddenly stopped.

“Who the hell is it at this hour, making such a fuss.”

Let’s see who the heck it is. Suppressing his boiling anger, Khan opened the tavern’s door.

And the presumed culprits behind the knocking, three ugly guys, immediately smiled cheekily upon making eye contact.

‘Ah, wanna split?’

The moment Khan, barely holding onto his reason, was about to intimidate them with a glare. Something flashed and emitted light from the wrists of the unsightly trio.

Accustomed to darkness, his vision was blurred by the white light, and Khan almost reflexively raised his arm to block the light. At the same time,

Sshhh───!

A sharp sound of cutting air filled his ears.
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Khan instinctively protected his vitals as he raised his arm to shield himself from the light and stepped back to gain some distance.

Swoosh! Something that seemed to be blades hissed past, scraping his forearm, collarbone, and waist from three directions. 

Fortunately, two of the attacks were harmlessly deflected by his light gray fur, but a burning sensation slicing across his forearm was unavoidable.

‘A dagger, optimized for slashing… Poison, perhaps?’

Such calculations flashed through his mind.

Meanwhile, two attackers from the side closed in rapidly, evidently intent on not giving Khan any room to recover. Noticing the unusual toughness of Khan’s fur, they relentlessly targeted his exposed arms and neck, swinging their daggers.

Swoosh! Swoosh!

No sooner had Khan dodged a diagonal slash by leaning his waist backward, than an ominous noise reached his ears. The sound of a tightly drawn string being released!

‘Crossbow!’

His body reacted before his brain could process the thought, dropping to the ground to make himself a smaller target. A twang! followed by a streak of dark light flashed by.

‘What are they planning?’

After the surprise attack with what he assumed were poison-coated daggers, they tried to exploit the opening with a coordinated crossbow shot.

These were not amateurs but skilled professionals, presumably mercenaries specialized in fighting humans.

With Khan avoiding even the crossbow bolt, a brief moment of agitation was visible among the attackers.

However, that moment was fleeting. With two attackers wielding daggers attempting to strike him down as if hammering a nail, Khan couldn’t just lie there.

“Uh! Cha!”

Bang──!

Pushing off the ground with his uninjured hand, Khan propelled himself upwards. In the process, he struck one of the attackers in the abdomen, sending him crashing through the tavern’s wall.

‘One down.’


“…Dammit!”

“Attack now, don’t give him time to react!”

The surviving dagger-wielder exclaimed in shock as the crossbow-wielding one urged him on. Khan assessed the situation quickly and launched himself forward.

[Leap]

Matching his stature, the weight of Khan’s leap could be compared only to an armored knight, further amplified by a skill that accelerated his movement. The impact on the dagger-wielder was akin to a cavalry charge. Boom──!

What happened next didn’t need to be seen. After both dagger-wielders were sent crashing through the walls, the crossbow-wielder hesitated briefly before fleeing towards the door.

‘Running away, you scum.’

Khan picked up a dropped dagger and threw it with precision enhanced by his skill, letting his superhuman strength draw a straight line towards the target. The leg of the fleeing man was cut right through.

“Aaagh…!”

Khan spat out, perhaps to relieve the discomfort caused by the poison. He roughly grabbed the crossbow-wielder by the hair, noticing strands falling out due to his excessive force.

‘Maybe that was a bit too much?’

“At least you were ugly to begin with… Just consider it a career change to being bald. Hey, stand up.”

“Let go…!”

“Not a chance. Stay still unless you want to end up completely bald.”

It seems even the unsightly value their hair. The man stopped resisting, and Khan roughly threw him back into the tavern, along with the two dagger-wielders.

Unfortunately for the dagger-wielders, they were already bald, leaving nothing to grab onto.

“Who sent you? Three. Two. One…”

“Nobody did!”

“What nonsense is that? You ambush someone with a knife for no reason. Is this some random act of violence?”

“Money… There were rumors you were carrying a huge amount of gold…!”


“Hmm.”

The rumor had already spread? Khan rubbed the scar on his chin as he pondered.

“Who told you this tale.”

“I don’t know! It just spread among mercenaries, like a race to see who gets to you first! And… And I didn’t expect a monster like you…”

The crossbow-wielder shook his head in dismay. While his story roughly added up, Khan couldn’t shake off a feeling of disquiet. 

The rapid spread of the rumor was one thing, but the fact that they decided to attack within a few hours seemed excessive.

‘How many have fallen by my hands already? They should know that rushing me would only lead to their demise…?’

Then, it hit him.

“Did you come back to Nordic last night?”

“How did you…?”

“Figures.”

Khan nodded as if things were finally making sense.

The deputy priest, whom Aries was set to meet, had returned to the nearby city from a trip just last night. As a prominent figure and a cleric, it was unlikely he traveled alone. Most likely, he was accompanied by mercenaries.

These three must have been part of the group that left Nordic with the deputy priest and had just returned. Unaware of the dangerous rumors surrounding Khan, they were enticed by tales of vast wealth being carried by a ‘barbarian’ and impulsively attacked.

“It was a trap.”

“What, what?”I no longer have any business with those fools who were used like idiots. With indifference, Khan flicked his wrist, knocking out the crossbow fiend into unconsciousness, and then swept the surroundings with his search skill.

‘Nine, ten, fifteen, looks like it’s about twenty in total….’

“To kill a Nordic mercenary in the city─!”

“The little bugger. What do you mean killed?”

Just then, as if waiting for the moment, Khan burst into a sneer at the shouting coming from outside the tavern.

It seemed they were convinced that Khan had definitely killed the three hapless brothers.

Not entirely wrong, though. Had it been another person from the Frost Gorge, they’d have gone for the neck first.

“You! Savage brute─! Show yourself at once. I shall execute you on the spot with my sword!”

Khan didn’t need to see to know. He could tell armed groups with bows, crossbows, spears, and shields were surrounding the tavern.

Such formidable armament was beyond the means of regular city soldiers. Mercenaries, most likely. Despite all the bluster about execution and whatnot.

Khan acted as if he wasn’t surrounded at all, stuffing the three brothers under a tavern table and preemptively settling the bill for the wall he had broken and those he would break.

Only then did he step outside the tavern to face the crowd eyeing him.

‘A phrase comes to mind. Black armor with two red spears crossed over it. The Nero guys, right?’

The Nero Mercenary Group were the ones Khan had clashed with upon his arrival in Nordic. When they taunted him for entering the city as a barbarian, he personally broke a limb or two in response.

That they were Nordic’s largest mercenary band was something he found out later.

Knowing who they were made the situation clear – either revenge or a matter of saving face. Of course, there could be other reasons, but those two were the first that came to mind.

“So the rumors of barbarian being brutal and ignorant were true! To murder a mercenary of the city and show your face so shamelessly!”

“That’s funny, telling me to come out.”

“…Lay down your weapons and surrender at once! If you do, you shall be granted a trial. If you resist, however!”

“And what if I resist?”

The all-back haired middle-aged man, shiny from oil, was speechless in response to Khan’s retort.

This was Nero, the leader of the Nero Mercenary Group.

The owner of a force comprising over twenty mercenaries, half of whom were veterans. In a world where the sword ruled over the law, he was an exceedingly powerful figure.

But to Khan, such things mattered little. So what?

“Presumptuous! To defy my command atop disrupting the city’s order?!”

“And who are you to say I shouldn’t defy? A commoner, not even a noble. Or are you saying you’re equivalent to the city’s nobility?”

Nero’s face turned thunderous, red with the unexpected blow. First, from trying to make a verbal threat and getting squarely hit back, and second, from the indignation of being disregarded by such a barbarian.

“What’s all this commotion at night?”

“Looks like the mercenaries are at it again… Oh. Isn’t that Nero and that barbarian!”

“They said he was humiliated last time. Look at his face, it’s livid. Seems he’s set on revenge.”

Furthermore, being ridiculed by citizens overhearing the commotion, discussing shame and vengeance, was not to his liking.

I stand here righteously, seeking to punish a lawless barbarian. Why should I endure such remarks?

Nero decided then and there.

To kill him at once. Though ‘he’ had insisted on capturing him alive, what could they do after he was dead?

“Words won’t suffice! Murder and defiance. You’ve committed two grave crimes, so you shouldn’t feel wronged!”

Nero raised his hand, and with that signal, mercenaries armed with bows and crossbows were ready to shoot at any moment.

The moment this hand drops, that brute is finished.

A barbarian, no matter how strong, won’t survive the barrage of arrows and bolts from this distance.

Regardless, Khan cleared his throat and took a step forward.

What wicked deed is this barbarian attempting? That seemed to be the gaze boring into him from all sides. As numerous eyes focused on him, the corners of his mouth began to rise.

Daring to challenge me offhand?

“Pffff.”

A laugh escaped him involuntarily. Despite being surrounded by fully-armed mercenaries, Khan didn’t lose his composure.

Instead, the sight of mercenaries flinching in surprise at his laughter was almost amusing. Coming in a horde and then cowering like cowards. How could he not laugh?

“If you’re so confident, come at me.”

“Is it the barbarian’s arrogance?”

“Are you cowards, not understanding what’s said?”

Khan saw something familiar in Nero’s eyes. A coward’s gaze trying to mask tension and fear with feigned calm.

Whether because of strong armor, numerous allies, or high statuses like knights, mages, or nobles, those who were confident at first always showed such eyes before the actual fight.

A Frost Gorge barbarian, not bowed by numbers, arms, or status, had proven this with the blood of those across the continent.

‘Of course… I’m not a barbarian.’

Yet, when needed, he could act every bit the barbarian.

“Instead of spouting flawed traps, Shut─Up─And─Come─At─Me──!”The shouts of a vast army on the brink of war, the battle cries of the Greenskin warriors, the solemn speech of a lord. No sound could surpass the tremendous spirit that erupted from the voice of a single person, overwhelming the crowd with its volume. Everyone who faced the barbaric roar head-on felt as if they were bound by something invisible. In fact, their bodies simply couldn’t move.

[Warcry(C) – 51%]

– A roar filled with determination to overwhelm the enemy. There’s a chance to inflict ‘Status Ailment: Stun,’ ‘Status Ailment: Fear.’

The mercenaries who directly took the full brunt of Khan’s ‘Warcry’ shuddered so visibly that it was pitiful to watch. The difference in levels was likely the reason they couldn’t escape the status ailments. At least Nero, being somewhat of a captain, only suffered a brief stiffness.

“Little one. Quite the bite.” Khan chuckled, reaching down to his axe tied at his waist.

“There are five crossbows. Ten bows. Five carry shields and spears. The distance between us is roughly twenty steps.” Even considering the status ailments, it would be no easy task to reach them before the ready crossbows and bows could fire.


“It’s better to dodge the first shot as much as possible than to block it with an axe. Then…” There’d inevitably be scrapes on his skin, but as long as he avoided vital points, a quick fix from Aries later would suffice.

Alright. Here goes. The moment Khan lightly stepped forward, Nero, having recovered from the stiffness, roared.

“Fire—! You bastards!” 

The night was unusually bright under the moonlight. Nonetheless, it was impossible to catch all the stealthily painted crossbows in action. Ordinary people couldn’t even spot their trajectories.

But Khan was different. An agility stat of 34 allowed him to see and react to crossbows bolts depending on the distance. Khan spotted thin black lines being fired towards different parts of his body. He twisted his body and swung his axe. Two bolts grazed him; one was knocked away by the broad side of the axe.

It was a remarkable feat of skill, but he couldn’t deal with the successive two bolts and direct arrows fired at him in the same way. Instead, Khan spread out his fur cloak and rushed forward.

[White Wolf’s Fur Cloak]

– The leader of the white wolves that endure the harsh winters of the frostbitten valleys. Crafted by a master artisan, it possesses high physical resistance.

– Projectile Resistance: Provides moderate resistance against projectiles.

– Winter’s Blessing: Grants strong resistance against the cold.

– Agility +2

As bolts and arrows were deflected off the ‘White Wolf’s Fur Cloak,’ Khan, ignoring the resistance felt, charged ahead, and mercenaries with shields attempted to block him. But once distance was allowed, their resistance was futile.

The formation crumbled with a thud at the light kick of Khan’s foot. To stop him with merely a shield, knights, not mercenaries, would have been needed. As the line easily broke, the bewildered men awaited Nero’s command.

Khan smirked provocatively at Nero. How long will you hold back?

“Insolent—!” An unfitting bellow for a middle-aged man burst forth. Nero, drawing his sword, ran towards Khan, choosing to confront him head-on despite witnessing Khan’s formidable strength.

Khan snorted and, like lightning, struck down Nero’s sword with his hand axe.

The clash of Khan’s one-handed axe strike and Nero’s sword sent Nero flying back ten steps, his face contorted in shock.

Khan tilted his head. Did he withstand that? Could he be a retired knight? It was odd; though he was knocked back ten steps, the fact that he was still intact was extraordinary.

“Good. Tougher than expected.” But this did not tip the scales of victory. If anything, it eliminated the need for restraint.

Excited at the thought of using some strength for the first time in a while, Khan’s lips curved into a smirk, while Nero, stiffening, halted his steps in surprise.

Going again. Khan muttered and dashed forward once more. The mercenaries, trying to protect their captain, shook with helpless expressions. How could they stop someone leaping over human heights like an arrow?

“You—cur!” Perhaps feeling humiliated, Nero clenently gripped his sword, the intensity unmistakable. The sound of bones creaking faintly could be heard, perhaps from gripping too hard.

Without care, Khan raised his axe to strike down from above. No, he tried to strike down.

“Stop! Cease this at once!” An elderly voice pierced through as someone rushed between Khan and Nero.

In this unexpected situation, Khan twisted his arm, altering the path of his axe, while Nero’s sword strived straightforward, aiming to penetrate the head of the intervenor and Khan’s throat simultaneously.

In that moment—

Gleaming white hair, adorned with droplets of blood, fluttered amidst the moonlight.
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Drip-drop, drip-drop.

Red droplets of blood fell to the floor, mingling with strands of beautiful platinum hair. To Khan, these locks of hair were all too familiar. Aries.

Interrupting Khan’s call was an uninvited guest. Aries slowly lifted her head, her eyes meeting his. Her gaze seemed irritable, as if asking, “Wasn’t I supposed to just stay put? What’s all this chaos?”

“They started it. I’m innocent here.”

“…And who might you be?”

“There’s this mercenary group around here known for throwing their weight around. Something Nero, or was it Cat?”

Aries’ annoyed gaze shifted toward Nero.

He seemed taken aback by the unexpected situation, his eyes wavering.

“Put your sword away.”

“…How presumptuous.”

Despite grinding his teeth, Nero sheathed his sword without further complaint.

Rather than heeding Aries’ words, it seemed he acted out of awareness of the elderly man who had appeared alongside her.

“I told you to stop. Why didn’t you pull back your sword!”

“How could I possibly stop mid-swing? Maybe those sword ghosts, but that’s impossible for me.”

“This is…! Are you alright!”

The old man, dismissing arguing with the unashamed Nero as a waste of time, hurried to check on Aries. Khan also inspected Aries’ palm, where blood was still dripping.

The wound was not superficial, yet it was healing remarkably fast, rendering it less severe than it could have been.

Considering she had stopped a sharp sword with her bare hands, it seemed more like a minor injury.

What was more astonishing was Nero’s skill to have inflicted a wound on Aries, who was protected by her divine armor.


‘Given his reputation as the strongest mercenary in the city, his skills do kinda make sense, but something feels lacking…’

Perhaps it was a mismatch in skills. His physical prowess might be on par with a knight’s, but his swordsmanship seemed rather clumsy.

Just typical combat-honed mercenary skills, nothing more.

In truth, with that kind of power, refined swordsmanship wasn’t strictly necessary.

Khan, for one, knew nothing of martial arts yet had solved everything with brute physical strength.

Nero was probably a similar case.

“Causing a fight within the city. Are you out of your mind? Even if the governor has delegated some policing duties to you, there are limits!”

While Khan was contemplating Nero, the old man, having confirmed Aries was safe, was now furiously scolding Nero.

Khan, impressed by the old man brazenly scolding a mercenary, nodded understandingly upon noticing his attire. A priest.

“The deputy priest.”

“Oh, aspiring to be a knight of the holy order, I heard.”

Aries approached with an expressionless face, identifying the old man. Aspiring for knighthood…

‘So that’s why he’s so bold.’

“Limits? I was merely doing my job, deputy priest. Over ten mercenaries lying beaten, two shops belonging to the Brown Horse Trading Company wrecked. Do you know how furious the trading company’s master, Adam, was? He sent about twenty appeals in these few days, complaining that the governor can’t proceed with his work.”

“If that’s the case, you should have arrested and tried him lawfully. Is it right to harass him in the middle of the night with your men!”

“What naive talk. Barbarians are typically violent and unaware of laws, expecting me to solve this peacefully? What if my men die in the process? Will the deputy priest take responsibility?”

“If talking about responsibility, you should have followed the law as well. I’ll take this matter to the governor. Disperse for today!”

“……”

Nero, seemingly with more to say, glared silently at the deputy priest, then shot an angry look at Khan with bulging eyes.

Khan simply smirked, brushing it off.


‘Come at me if you dare.’

Eventually, Nero left with his men, unable to gain anything.

Khan was about to crack a joke at their departure but swallowed his words under Aries’ stern gaze.

“So, you’re Khan. The barbarian serving this lady. I’ve heard about you on my way here. To think you clashed with Nero and emerged unscathed, you must be a formidable warrior. I’m Norman, the deputy priest of the Nordic Monastery.”

“Well… It was nothing. I’m Gordi Khan.”

Norman nodded, dismissing the bystanders with a gesture. His command made everyone retreat without a word, indicating significant respect.

However, there were a few who couldn’t quite figure out what to do next. The three sorry excuses for men who had somehow managed to slink out of the tavern.

‘Ah, almost forgot…’

“Just go.”

Khan considered ending them but the atmosphere didn’t quite lend itself to such actions, so he let them be.

‘If I had intended to kill them, I would have done so from the beginning.’

After all, one was now limping, and the others had crushed bones. Their lives wouldn’t be easy for a while.Two daggers hobbled along, supporting a limping and injured misfit between them. After expressing gratitude with a bow of their head, perhaps for sparing their life, they departed.

“Let’s talk inside for a moment.”

“Very well.”

After a brief assessment of the situation, Khan, Aries, and Norman entered a tavern that had seen better days, its walls punctured with holes. The place was in ruins, leaving them no choice but to drag over what little intact seating remained to use.

“First things first, we need to establish what you’ve been told to continue this discussion. What has Aries informed you of?”

“I was told about the hideout of Darkin Perayas in the Necar mountains, and that we came to subdue it. The detailed plan was about to be shared by the Paladin when an inconsiderately loud shout interrupted our conversation.”

“Well, it seems you’ve got the gist of it. The plan doesn’t really matter. It boils down to just me and these two slight gents here dealing with him.”

“…That sounds reckless. Wouldn’t it be wiser to wait for reinforcements and attack all at once? You might need a guide, too.”

Khan shook his head.


“That would be too late. There’s a high chance he already knows we’re here. If we start calling for a big force, he might just run away.”

“He could have already fled, though.”

“No. If he thinks the only threats are a tiny Paladin and a barbarian, he will come out to confront us in his lair. Necromancers have a high demand for corpses, after all.”

“So, you’re saying the best strategy is to attack with a force just strong enough to make him feel endangered rather than greedy.”

“Exactly.”

Norman looked deep in thought, his gaze fixed on the floor, while Aries seemed disinterested, as if the conversation wasn’t about him. Khan scratched the back of his head in the uncomfortable silence.

It took Norman about two or three minutes to break the silence.

“Fine. The monastery doesn’t have much in terms of manpower to offer, but… there are several items that could be useful against the undead. I’ll give you a few bottles of holy water I’ve personally consecrated. It will take some time to prepare, though. I can have it ready by tonight. Stick around till then, and come to collect. I’ll handle what I can on my end in the meantime, like sudden attacks from mercenaries.”

“Thank you.”

“Paladin, do you need anything else?”

“Not really.”

“I suppose it was unnecessary of me to ask.”

With the discussion quickly wrapped up, Norman stood from his chair. He looked towards Aries, quietly recited a prayer, and then left the tavern.

Khan hummed thoughtfully. ‘He looked too normal.’

A former hopeful Paladin, now the de facto abbot of a city’s monastery, and an aged zealot. At a glance, one might expect Norman to be terribly fussy and arrogant, but he proved to be much more constructive than Khan anticipated.

He didn’t look down on Khan as a barbarian, and he readily accepted the proposal of ‘There’s a dark mage in the hills behind our town; go help deal with him.’ Normally, one might react with surprise or confusion, but his excessive calmness was odd. It’s as if a zealot shouldn’t be capable of such….

“Doesn’t that gentleman smell of dark magic to you?”

“Why would you ask that?”

“It’s suspicious. He doesn’t seem devout enough for a zealot.”

Abruptly approached and kicked in the shin by Aries, Khan could only stare silently in return. Aries, undaunted, glared back and then scoffed.

“Prejudiced barbarian.”

What now? Khan was puzzled by this small figure’s anger. Had he made a mistake? He was sure the quarrel wasn’t his fault….

‘And. Is it really okay for a Paladin to resort to such violence?’

Though he didn’t voice his thoughts out loud, not because he felt guilty but rather it seemed inappropriate to do so. His judgment, in the end, appeared to be right.

Aries, uncharacteristically, let out a heavy sigh and slumped into a chair, covering the somewhat clean floor with a blanket to sleep. What an eventful day indeed.

Truly, it was. Aries was not one to easily express feelings, and often, Khan had to read into facial expressions to interpret how Aries felt.

Notably, Aries had been unusually talkative today. Could there have been a reason for it?

‘It’ll sort itself out.’

Khan decided not to pry.

The whispered breaths that followed were partially why, but also, their relationship hadn’t reached a point where prying into each other’s feelings seemed right.To tell the truth, we’re only traveling together because we share a common goal. I had no desire to learn why the young girl had come all the way to the Kingdom of Argon alone to chase after a dark mage, why she had shown such fury upon seeing a dark knight, or why she suddenly complained of fatigue after visiting a monastery full of devout priests.

I didn’t want to know, nor did I feel the need to.

The most crucial reason was that Khan himself was hardly capable of lightening anyone else’s burden. He was not a cruel barbarian nor a modern man in his thirties. Just an indecisive halfwit.

“Do you not know you’ll wake up with your mouth twisted if you just sleep on the floor like that? This is why kids are…”

Looking at Aries, who had quickly fallen into deep sleep as if she hadn’t slept in days, Khan just snorted with laughter. He carelessly threw his blanket over her and moved a table against the wall to cover a hole.

‘This should do.’

Suddenly, he felt someone’s presence and turned his head toward the direction of the inn’s door, sensing a déjà vu. He should have put up a sign saying ‘Child Sleeping’.

“Don’t knock. Just wait.”

“…!” 

The surprised whispers sounded familiar. When Khan quietly opened the door, he saw two bald heads flinch in recognition.

“The ugly duo?”

It was the same pair of dagger-wielding thugs he’d beaten up before.

“What? You’re here to get beaten up again?”

“No, that’s not it!”

“Keep your voice down. Unless you want a beating.”

What do I care! Regardless of how much the two protested with their eyes, Khan was not too far from being irritated.

“So, why did you come?”

“First off, we wanted to say thanks for letting us go.”

“What nonsense is that.”

After a fine battle, and now suddenly thanks? Moreover, didn’t he almost cripple one of them?

I thought I didn’t hit them in the head. Could it be they’re into that…?

“We know it’s shameful to come back like this, but we had something we had to say. Honestly, if I were you, I would have killed the ones who ambushed me. Which mercenary would spare an attacker?”

“I was regretting not killing you. Seems like it would have been better.”

“Ahem! I’m thanking you right now for sparing us!”

“I see; killing you seems like the better option since you won’t lower your voice.”

“What kind of man…”

Should I? Khan eyed the beard on the ugly man’s chin, considering plucking it, but then let it go.

Removing the beard might make his face even uglier here.

“Brother. Instead of this, shouldn’t we talk about the main matter?”

“Ah, right.”

“The main matter?”

Fortunately, that choice was correct.

Though they both looked unfortunate enough to be mistaken for one another, they were actually brothers. The younger ugly one brought up a topic that caught Khan’s interest.

“Big brother. That is, the person whose leg you cut off. We were taking him home when we encountered someone. A friend who went on a mission with us and returned yesterday.”

“And what about it?”

“You should hear us out. It seemed like the friend got severely drunk and was sleeping on the street, so I woke him up.”

“Sounds carefree.”

Ignoring Khan’s teasing, the younger one continued.

“But upon seeing our state, he got angry asking who did this to us. So, I explained vaguely. We were tricked by Nero’s guys and got beaten up badly. I advised him not to mess with them.”

“And then?”

“He suddenly flew into a rage, saying he’ll confront Nero. ‘How dare they screw over four of his friends! Unforgivable!’ he shouted, determined to seek justice.”

“I knew that guy was crazy, but with alcohol, it seems he lost his mind.”

What does that have to do with me, brat? Khan frowned, unable to grasp the essence of the story.

Whether a drunk lunatic causes trouble for Nero or not, how is that related to me?

Khan decided to pluck the beards of the two nuisances as punishment for wasting his time with uninteresting and dull chatter…

‘Wait a moment.’

Screwed over four friends? Weren’t those idiots a trio? Who’s the fourth?

Khan felt an uneasy sense of dread. The one that returned to the city last night, was crazy, and also drunk…?

It felt alarmingly familiar. No, more like he had recently encountered someone similar…

“Damn it all.”

Realizing the identity of the déjà vu, Khan’s face hardened.
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When Ron saw the three brothers, with whom he had usually been close, appear in a battered state, he asked them what happened. They told him they were tricked by Nero, whom Ron had never gotten along with, and ended up in this mess.

They had been used as bait to lure a rich barbarian, and Nero attempted to intimidate the barbarian with his men but was stopped by the deputy director’s intervention, ultimately failing in his endeavor.

Ron was furious.

He went straight to the mansion that Nero’s mercenaries used as their base and confronted him.

“Do you really want to earn money by deceiving mercenaries from the same city? That’s despicable and dirty! I’ve told you this multiple times!”

“You know nothing… I’m not in the mood to deal with someone like you today.”

“No! You need to convince me. How dare you exploit the city’s mercenaries and oppress innocent foreigners!”

Ron’s demeanor as he shouted could almost make one mistake him for a knight, if not for the fact that he was known as a drunken brawler.

“This damn… Leave that bastard on the street or something!”

It wasn’t the first time this madman had shown arrogance, and given Ron’s reputation in Nordic, they couldn’t just kill him off recklessly.

But Nero felt so annoyed at the moment that he was tempted to thrust his knife into Ron’s face right then and there.

“Apologize! Apologize now!”

“Hey, cool it, Ron. Keep this up, and you might end up dead by the captain’s hand…”

Eventually, one of Nero’s men, who acted as his lieutenant, started to drag the rampaging Ron away.

However, it took two more mercenaries to finally pull Ron away due to his surprising strength.

“That drunk fool has too much energy for his own good…!”

Nero was incredulous.

For someone with a mercenary career almost unmatched in the kingdom, it was ridiculous that Ron was fussing over matters of loyalty like a fool.

He had even rejected a job from that arrogant barbarian, who offered more than ten gold coins, claiming it was too risky.


‘What a fool. He could have just taken the money and ran when things got tough.’

Nero looked at the drunken Ron with disdain, but then an idea struck him.

‘Wait, I can use this.’

“Hold on… Hey! Bring that bastard back here!”

Ron, now forced to kneel, continued to struggle. Let me go! Nero watched with a sneer and gestured with his hand.

Crack─ Bang.

Ron was punched and rolled on the floor.

Eventually regaining his senses, he shook his head but was held down to kneel again by Nero’s men.

“Sobered up a bit, Ron, you fool?”

“It’s Ron Ironhammer. You coward.”

“Still not getting it, I see. Hold him tight.”

Crack. Crack. It was a one-sided violence.

As if releasing all his pent-up frustration, Nero’s fists were merciless.

The mercenaries holding Ron still went pale with fear. Is this really okay? They weren’t actually going to kill him, right?

Nero, leading Nordic’s largest band of mercenaries, and Ron, known as Nordic’s finest mercenary for his overwhelming experience and unique charisma, their positions were clear. Their personalities were complete opposites, and while they often quarreled, it had never escalated to violence.

They thought today would be just another day of harmless bickering. But it wasn’t. Nero’s eyes were those of a murderer.

“Cap, captain. He’s really going to die at this rate.”

Nero’s beating only stopped after his lieutenant intervened.

Ron’s face was so swollen, he was barely recognizable, and Nero’s lips curled up as he looked at the mess he created.

“Look, let’s not do this among those from the same city. Is beating up a barbarian who came from outside really something to be proud of? This is just… for Nordic. Everyone wants that damn barbarian dead.”


“The Yorn brothers were severely injured. One of them lost a leg because of your stupid scheme…!”

“How is that my fault? It’s the barbarian who foolishly showed off his gold in the tavern and those fools who bit at it. Are you saying it’s wrong for me to take advantage of that situation? For someone with your experience to be so naively righteous?”

The one who’s fooled is the fool. Being a mercenary, that should be common sense. Nero’s mockery grew deeper.

“The city’s officials, the leaders of trade guilds, and other powerful folks are all saying the same thing. They’re begging us to do something about that barbarian. If you really care about Nordic, you should be helping me, right?”

“…Stop lying. Why would they care about one barbarian?”

“Well, I don’t know about that. I just do what I’m told.”

The moment Ron saw Nero’s scoff, he knew.

‘It’s a lie.’

Nero had to know the reason.

He wasn’t just a power-hungry hound; he was closer to holding the power himself.

“You don’t believe me, I see. Well, I can’t help that you don’t trust me. I’m just telling you the truth. How would I know what those above are thinking? I just follow orders.”

“Above? What do you mean by that…”

“I really can’t elaborate further. But if there’s one thing I will say, it’s that knowing too much won’t do you any good. Not that a dumbass like you would understand even if I explained.” 

Nero’s expression as he said this was peculiar. His lips curled into a smile, but it didn’t feel mocking.

Why was the otherwise merciless Nero making such a face? Ron couldn’t begin to imagine why.

He was certain, however, that something ominous was unfolding behind the scenes of the city. And that Khan was at its center. He also knew he had been swept up into the midst of it all.

“…What exactly are you scheming behind the scenes, Nero?”

Nero didn’t bother answering the question. Instead, he ordered his subordinates to treat Ron’s facial injuries just enough to stop the bleeding, then had him bound hand and foot with iron chains, rendering him immobile.

Thrown carelessly into the spacious lobby in this state, Ron hung his head in gloom. Although he had often clashed with Nero due to their differing opinions, he had always considered Nero to be akin to a disagreeable friend, deep down. It seemed, however, that this was a misconception he had alone.

Clank. Clank.


“Well, that aside, I need to figure out how to escape first.”

Fortunately, Ron was a man quick to adapt. This was less due to his extensive experience and more due to his innate nature.

Above all, he had a knack for instinctively seeking the best course of action to survive, no matter the peril. So much so that people joked that although the gods had taken away his sense of subtlety, they had blessed him with the talent to survive without it.

First, Ron attempted to break the iron chains by stretching his arms and legs as far as he could.

Hmm, that’s not going to work. He promptly gave up on that idea.

Next, he surveyed his surroundings, noting that the hall seemed busier than usual.

“What are they up to?”

Nero’s subordinates had left Ron lying in the wide hall while they busily positioned various objects in every corner following Nero’s orders.

The nature of these objects was rather alarming.

Crossbows set at regular intervals, sacks filled with sand, iron nets beside them, and stacks of javelins intended for throwing.

Essentially, they were arranging warfare supplies all around the hall.

“Boss! He’s coming!”

“Huh. Never thought he’d actually come. What an incomprehensible fool.”

“It must be because he’s a brute.”

Listening in on the conversation while pretending to sleep, Ron felt puzzled.

Someone was coming, and he had been used as bait to lure this person into this location.

That much was clear. But who could it possibly be…?

“When he enters, shoot the crossbows first. Don’t worry about the cost. Killing him will bring in much more money than what we spend.”

Upon hearing this, Nero’s subordinates made crude jokes about how they would spend their earnings, mentioning indulgences or visits to the Bates slave market.

However, that moment of levity was short-lived.

“He’s past the mansion’s front gate!”

The entire spacious hall grew silent upon the scout’s announcement from the second-floor balcony.

The revelers who were making crude jokes a moment ago suddenly turned into mercenaries.

Ron couldn’t help but laugh bitterly at the sight.

The largest band of mercenaries in the Nordic struggling to muster courage, despite all preparations. Who could their opponent be?

The answer came from outside.

“Come out— Cowards—!”

Creeaak!

With a roar unlike any human’s, as if the voice had been fortified by an ogre’s vocal cords, windows of the mansion began to shatter one by one.

Ron noticed the mercenaries around him stiffening up, unable to move. The only ones still able to act were Nero and himself.

He cautiously crawled towards a corner of the mansion, trying to avoid getting involved in the skirmish. The candlelight flickering off the walls occasionally revealed his figure, but no one was in a state to pay him any mind.

Whiz—Thump!

A throwing knife, flying through the wall, pierced through the skulls of two crossbowmen.

As another knife flew towards a third, Nero swiftly deflected it with his sword.

He then roared, “Snap out of it, you idiots!”

The mansion’s firmly shut door groaned and shattered. Simultaneously, the crossbows that had been aimed in advance fired. Thud-thud-thud…!

A volley of bolts was unleashed at the intruder the moment he broke through the door. Even a monstrous being capable of dodging arrows might not escape unscathed.

Ratatat!

As the door continued to break, leaving a large gaping hole, one of the crossbowmen jubilantly shouted, “Did we get him?”

“You idiot! Reload!”Until they saw the corpse with their own eyes, they couldn’t be at ease.

Nero acknowledged this fact as well. He straightened his posture and sharpened his senses.

And then,

“Aaaah!”

A scream was heard.

All eyes turned towards the direction of the sound. It was the second-floor balustrade. A snake as long as a man was wrapped around the neck of someone who had been looking outside.

‘What is that?’

“Damn it. Shoot! You bastards! It’s him!”

Only Nero, with the sharpest eyes in the group, made the correct judgment.

“That’s not a snake, it’s a human arm, you fools!”

Upon Nero’s command, the mercenaries hastily adjusted the direction of their crossbows.

Thud-thud-thud! Arrows fired towards the window, piercing through the wall of the building. But no one dared to voice out if the target had been neutralized.

Because the body of their comrade, who had been strangled, was now plummeting from the second-floor balustrade.

Crack…

Seeing their comrade twisted into a grotesque angle and crushed, the faces of the mercenaries grew pale.

Nero bit his lip.

“To think they were warriors unafraid of fear! You fight cowardly, like lowly goblins!”

He then quietly ordered Ron to be brought before him, in a voice barely audible to those nearby.

“Aaah, let go!”

But it wasn’t easy due to Ron fiercely struggling.

If the intruder managed to break in and secure Ron now, they would lose even the advantage of having a hostage.

‘Come on, then.’

That was what Nero was aiming for.

The moment the enemy revealed themselves to save Ron, he was going to unleash what he had prepared in advance.

The intruder’s next move was exactly as Nero had anticipated.

Crash! A large puppet smashed through the ceiling, landing right above Ron.

The mercenaries holding Ron panicked and scattered in all directions.

That was all an act to lure the enemy. From the beginning, Ron was bait to draw in the adversary.

“Khan…! Why are you here!”

‘Got you, stupid barbarian.’

Nero smiled triumphantly.

A net, usually used to hunt wild orcs, trolls, and large monsters, enveloped both the barbarian intruder and Ron.

Thinking mere brute strength made you something. That’s why you stupidly crept into a dangerous situation, trying to save a guide.

Nero sneered.

Crossbows positioned to finish off the prey unleashed a volley of arrows.

Whiz-whiz-whiz!

‘Got you.’

Watching the shower of arrows, Nero was confident in his victory.

A mage might have used some strange spell to escape the predicament, but for a barbarian who only knew how to swing an axe, it was impossible.

‘I don’t know why that old man is so obsessed with a single barbarian…’

It no longer mattered. It wasn’t even of interest.

What mattered to a mercenary was money, and from this job, they’d secured a down payment that was more than generous.

Nero mused happily about what he would do with the money, watching the barbarian, now like a pincushion.

“What’s that?”

Then, he noticed something amiss.

The net had covered both the barbarian and Ron, and the iron arrows fired from the crossbows had hit their mark. Up to that point, Nero hadn’t been mistaken.

The problem was,

Suddenly, a semi-transparent shield appeared out of thin air and rendered all attacks futile.

“A barrier…? No, barbarian don’t possess mana. It’s impossible to block iron arrows with a low-grade spell that could be substituted by a mana stone…!”

“Can’t you see even when looking?”

The semi-transparent shield, having absorbed the shock, pulsated with an ominous vibration.

Khan, who had personally experienced how dreadful this artifact, seized from a dark mage who attacked the monastery, was, wore a full smile.

“It’s a rainbow reflection. You damn fool.”

Zzzzzt—!

Fragments of the torn net became daggers, whipping up a storm of blood.
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Artifacts.

Otherwise known as relics of ancient times, essence of advanced magic, the eternal homework for modern mages…

Just hearing about them brings the smell of money; these objects are treasures from the peak era of the magic civilization.

Artifacts could absorb and store mana from the natural environment without the need for magic stones, imprison the power of transcendents in minor ornaments, or process the corpses of transcendent species to fully harness their power while alive…

Truly, artifacts are called the products of unfathomable mysteries, and the magical tools of today are but mere imitations of these artifacts.

‘This one is almost the lowest quality among artifacts… hardly different from a pseudo-artifact, but…’

Its performance was unmistakable.

The artifact obtained from the dark mage Devin, ‘Shield of the Abyss’, disperses the absorbed shockwaves in all directions.

Zzz-crash! Bang! Bang!

The bodies of the mercenaries flew in every direction, struck by the shockwave that hurled back the force of their own crossbow bolts and the weight of the iron nets they shot.

It was impossible for ordinary human bodies to withstand it.

Crr-ack… The tattoo of a shield on the right side of his chest burned as if on fire.

Khan laughed nonchalantly as he cut the iron chains binding Ron with an axe.

“Oh, my poor body…!”

Ron, now freed, whimpered needlessly. Always so carefree.

Khan snorted lightly and faced the only mercenary still standing upright.

“Got anything else prepared?”

Clench. Grind. Nero grinded his teeth at Khan’s question.

‘I was genuinely curious. No need for the temper tantrum.’


Nero, with an expressionless face, removed a piece of metal lodged in his left shoulder without a word and pointed his sword silently. 

He didn’t care that taking hostages and setting traps had been ineffective.

“An artifact, huh. Now I understand. You’ve been running wild because you have such a treasure.”

“What are you on about, you little brat.”

“But it ends here. Your artifact too will need time to recharge. A mana-less lowly race like yourself.”

‘Listening hurts the barbarian’s feelings.’

Despite the heavy hit to the ego, Khan realized why the other was so full of himself.

Did he think he could win without the artifact?

What kind of confidence was that… Did he have a secret weapon?

For Khan, who still had things to hear from Nero, this confidence was quite annoying.

‘Well. Guess I’ll find out if I give him a good thrashing.’

But he didn’t overthink it.

After all, Khan couldn’t imagine a scenario where he’d lose in a one-on-one fight, unless he was ambushed by many. 

The thought of interrogation after the fight seemed more troublesome than the fight itself.

That was fine too… Khan knew his negotiation tool, his fist, usually did the job quite well.

Thump.

Naturally, Khan made the first strike.

He rolled forward to close the distance and suddenly swung his arm that was hidden behind his back – whoosh! The hand axe cut through the air with a fierce gust.

Nero countered by thrusting his sword with both hands.

As expected, he stood no chance in terms of strength.


The moment they collided, Nero’s upper body jerked significantly, and Khan smashed down the axe from above to below.

Cling! Clang! Clang! Clang!

The battle was one-sided.

Khan’s strikes, powerful enough to shatter rocks, could be performed dozens of times over.

Unless it was an imperial knight, a magus from the Magic Tower, or a legendary swordmaster known as the Sword Ghost, standing against him one-on-one was implausible.

Nero, bravely clashing swords with Khan, swayed back and forth like a reed. Yet, like a reed, he did not break. A tough little one.

Khan blew a whistle, surprised. Now, he was even curious to see how long the other could last.

‘Should I use a bit more power?’

After closing the distance, Khan, who had been swinging his axe using only the motion below his shoulders, changed his approach.

He smoothly stepped forward with his left foot as the pivot, twisting his waist and tilting his upper body backwards.

Then he struck.

Boom──! Crasssh!

“Oh?”

“Grrrgh…!”

Nero, pushing up against the sky-like axe with his sword’s tip and guard, groaned under the pressure.

Blood leaked from his eyes and ears, perhaps due to internal bleeding from the pressure.

Yet, he did not fall.

Instead, the ground beneath Nero, unable to withstand the shock, crumbled.

‘What the… This guy is really tough?’

At that point, Khan was the one who was surprised.


It was a strike that would have shattered the arm of even an orc if not at full power.

He had succeeded in taking the hit through brute force alone, relying on his sheer physical mass. Even by conservative estimates, he was possessed of strength surpassing that of an orc…

Perhaps it would be understandable if he were a knight or a paladin who wielded mystical forces like aura or holy power.

In the world of ‘Midland Quest’, there weren’t many pure human NPCs who boasted such stats.

And most of them were named characters who occupied at least a line in the story.

‘Is this guy one of those types?’

Even without the power of aura or holy might, hardening one’s body to steel through physical training alone wasn’t impossible.

Unlike humans on Earth, who have their limits despite intense physical conditioning, there were not a few monsters in this world capable of splitting large rocks with their sheer physical strength.

Meaning, it was possible to catch up to naturally exceptional beings like greenskins, beastmen, or barbarian of the frost through training.

Of course, not just anyone could achieve this. It required an innate talent and bone-grinding effort.

But the figure before him didn’t seem to fit that mold. A hollow chestnut. Balloon muscles inflated by injections.

Those words flitted through Khan’s mind.

Not without reason.

Nero’s body had solid, nimble muscles befitting a mercenary, but that was just about it. Just at the level of a well-trained mercenary.

“Argh. Aaargh!”

Suddenly, Nero began to have a convulsion.

Simultaneously, an ominous creaking sound emanated from inside his body, and his limbs’ muscles rapidly swelled as if pumped full of steroids.

‘What the hell, is this guy actually on drugs?’

“God Almighty, mercy on us!”

From behind, Ron gasped in shock. It was a natural reaction to seeing a longtime friend turn into a bizarre creature.

Khan was equally surprised.

“Your insolence ends here! Barbarian! I’ll finish you off along with that senseless fool─!”

Nero’s limbs, having completed their transformation, were now thicker than Khan’s, while his torso remained slender, creating an odd and grotesque form.

However, the monstrous strength emanating from him was no laughing matter.

Affected by the mutation, Nero began to flail his limbs wildly.

Khan, rather than recklessly engaging, lightly leapt back to create distance.

“Don’t run away!”

Nero’s eye were entirely white, signaling that he had lost all reason.

Watching from behind, Ron suddenly stood up.

Even for a barbarian warrior hailed as a hero of reversal, going against Nero, who had become like an experimental creature of a dark mage, seemed hopeless.

Indeed, Khan appeared unable to mount any significant counter against Nero’s fierce attacks.

“Where did that momentum go! Barbarian!”

“Khan…!”

Woosh!

Nero’s fist hammered into Khan’s chest, lifting him briefly into the air. Nero didn’t stop there and jabbed his foot forward like a spear.

A tearing sound followed immediately, clearly indicating a fatal blow.

‘Damn it!’

Ron hesitated no longer. Realizing he was no match yet driven by indignation, he clenched his fist and charged.

After all, Khan had appeared to save his life, so he was rightfully obligated to help.

“Aaargh!”

Luckily, until Ron swung his fist, no one noticed him.

Thanks to Khan’s sizable bulk obscuring the view, Ron, appearing from behind Khan, struck Nero squarely with his fist.

The result was astonishing.

Nero, transformed into a terrifying creature, fell away as easily as a doll with its strings cut.

‘What the hell, am I that strong?’

Even Ron couldn’t believe it, staring dumbfounded at the fist that had dispatched Nero.

Then, as if realizing something, he gasped.

“Could it be… chosen by the gods. This Ron, with his iron hammer!”

Such stories were occasionally heard.

A common farmer chosen by the temple becoming a hero, a warrior swearing no oath of allegiance yet gaining aura to avenge against demons, a swordsman achieving enlightenment in dire moments and being recognized as the empire’s Sword Saint, and so on.

Ron realized that he had become the protagonist of such rumors. Even the gods were moved by his quest for justice!

“What are you doing, you.”

“Eh?”

“What are you doing waving your fist around like an idiot.”

The one to snap Ron out of his self-enchantment was his barbarian friend, Khan, whom one would have thought half-dead.

“You! You’re alive?!”

“What kind of madman. Would I have died then?”

“But you were hit by Nero’s kick…”

“What are you talking about getting hit.”

“Thank goodness!”

Relieved at his friend’s miraculous survival, Ron was about to embrace Khan.

Naturally, before he could, he was stopped by an object thrown by Khan.Ron recoiled in shock as something squishy and a sticky liquid touched his face.

*Slap.*

“Damn it!”

Ron was horrified to discover that what had touched his face was someone’s foot.

It took him a moment to realize that the foot belonged to Nero.

Ron had thought Nero’s kick had torn through Khan’s abdomen… But, it turned out, the attack had not worked at all. Instead, Khan had viciously bitten off Nero’s foot below the ankle, inflicting a fatal wound on him.

Nero’s dismal defeat by Ron’s punch was a result of this.

All the talk of divine selection and awakening was just Ron’s misconception.

“Hmm. Hmph. I see.”

‘Is this guy really a veteran mercenary?’

The more Khan observed Ron, who seemed more and more like a fool, the more he clicked his tongue in disdain. The ‘Ron’ he met in Act 5 talked a lot but had a certain seriousness about him. This one just seemed idiotic.

“Ugh. Aaargh!”

“Khan! Look at that guy! He’s shriveling up!”

Ron, seemingly aware of the concept of embarrassment, tried to change the subject and turned their attention toward Nero, who lay crumpled in the distance.

Khan clicked his tongue again and looked down at Nero, who had begun to shrivel up like a deflated soccer ball.

Upon closer inspection of Nero’s bleeding ankle, one could see dark red veins squirming and spilling blood profusely.

With each spillage, Nero’s body grotesquely shriveled up more.

What was even more bizarre was that despite the excessive loss of blood, creating a large pool, Nero did not die.

“What the hell is going on with Nero? The way he’s turned into something non-human and is suddenly shriveling up… No, you wouldn’t know either. I expected too much from a barbarian friend. Ouch!”

Khan, unbothered by his racially insensitive comment, struck Ron on the back of his head as a form of retribution and marched forward to Nero.

Ron belatedly attempted to stop him, citing potential danger, but Khan showed no fear.

“See! I told you it’s dangerous! What if he turns into some strange monster?”

“No. This one’s just meant to die as is.”

“How do you know that?”

Ron’s eyes widened with curiosity at Khan’s confident tone.

A look questioning how a barbarian could know such things irritated Khan further, prompting another hit to Ron’s head.

“Ouch! Why hit me again?”

“Because it annoys me.”

The real reason was that Ron’s demeaning glance riled him up, but Khan didn’t bother explaining.

If you have a problem, be stronger. Instead, he gave an answer that would shut Ron up.

“This is black magic. Or… maybe more like science? Think of it as a sort of body modification. This guy used his own life force to enhance his body. He won’t last much longer.”

“That’s beside the point. You’re talking about complicated stuff, but how can that terrifying phenomenon not be magic?”

“…Because he’s capable of it. That guy.”

Khan mulled over a name he had buried in his memory. Eliya.

This man must have undergone a similar procedure as she did. Nero’s grotesquely swollen figure seemed to suggest a lower grade of body modification, but the essence was likely the same.

‘The one who defies death, Darkin Perayas’ appearing in Act 5 was both a necromancy champion and a pioneer in body modification.

Turning ordinary humans into orc siblings would be a piece of cake.

And.

The fact that Nero, leading the largest band of mercenaries in Nordic, had accepted Darkin’s body modification, proved that Darkin’s reach into the city was deeper than imagined.

‘This could get troublesome.’

Considering Nero had targeted him like a city administration’s hound, it was hard to guess how many of the city’s influential figures were in league with Darkin.

The city’s administrative officer and merchant lord who brazenly used Darkin’s name were almost certainly in on it. Maybe even the city mayor…

‘No, it’s all speculation until confirmed directly.’

Khan shook his head in denial of his own speculation, his eyebrows tdark mageing at the slight increase in his experience bar. Nero had died.

‘Had a lot of questions for him, too bad.’

The experience worth an orc. That was the end of a power broker who had swayed the might of an entire city.

*

*

*

Aries woke up to a foul smell assaulting her nostrils.

Despite her youthful appearance, she was no stranger to homelessness after roaming the Argon Kingdom for years. She wasn’t usually sensitive enough to be awakened by a mere smell.

The fact that she woke meant the current stench was no ordinary foulness.

“Black magic.”

The damp, heavy scent saturated with malice — typical of black magic — awakened her.

Just like when she had run out of the monastery chasing the scent of black magic, only to encounter Khan. Aries focused her senses while still lying down, tracing the source of the black magic.

Eventually, she got up with a stone-cold expression and stumbled upon a note at her feet while searching for Khan.

「Had to step out for a bit due to some work. Rest up and go fetch some holy water from the monastery later. I’ll pay you back for the errand later.」

As if responding to the absent Khan, Aries nodded.

Coincidentally.

The new destination she picked aligned with Khan’s errand.
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Aries’s “scent” was a power derived from the Goddess of Justice. 

The beacon handed down by the justice-minded god, who took pity on a girl who had vowed revenge after losing her foster father to a dark mage. 

Her excellent divine compatibility and innate genius were merely incidental; it was the role of that “scent” that allowed Aries to single-handedly pursue Darkin from a young age.

That’s why Aries never took pride in herself.

Her strength was not her own; it derived from her god.

‘There’s trouble at the monastery…’

Thus.

Normally, she would not have hastily reacted upon sensing the remnants of dark magic emanating from the monastery.

Currently, she was acting with Khan, having promised to move according to Khan’s plans. 

But she couldn’t hold back.

The remnants of dark magic from the monastery carried the malice of an entity she had despised for half her life.

‘Darkin!’

Darkin Perayas, the necromancer who took her foster father from her and committed numerous heinous acts over the years. The vile stench of that monstrous figure was unmistakable.

Leaving only a hurried note about her departure to the monastery, Aries kicked off from the tavern.

Her physique, forged with the blessing of a god, allowed her to sprint with such force that it reminded one of a warhorse charging.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

Her figure, leaving footprints on the road as she raced, swiftly reached the vicinity of the monastery.

Dark, sticky, and evil—the stench of dark magic seemed to intensify as she approached the front of the monastery.

Even she, accustomed to divine powers, felt a momentary dizziness from its intensity.


‘I must enter first.’

She didn’t hesitate.

Clad in the “Divine Armour,” a staple for paladins, she forcefully pushed open the monastery’s doors.

Bang──!

The interior of the monastery, which she entered abruptly, was eerily silent and dark.

Naturally dark since all lamps were extinguished, but the stench of dark magic made it feel particularly chilling.

Simple darkness couldn’t limit the vision of a paladin, though.

Aries, with her violet eyes glowing white, cautiously stepped forward.

‘There’s no sign of life.’

To be precise, ‘traces of people having been there’ were all too evident.

Neatly folded priest robes, the bible, and the like. However, as if their owners had vanished into thin air, none were present.

Aries carefully observed these items as she progressed.

These weren’t signs that the priests realized the manifestation of dark magic and hurriedly fled.

Otherwise, it would have been more chaotic. So, where did everyone go?

‘Inside.’

To find out, she knew she had to go towards the origin of the stench. Aries, keeping a fitting level of tension to suppress her anger, silently drew her sword.

Slish….

The origin of the stench, the chapel, had its door firmly closed, denying entry to anyone.

Aries, muffling her presence, put her ear against the door.

“…….”


‘…….”

Beyond the door. There were sounds resembling human voices from the chapel. Aries hardened her expression.

The cadence of the voices was disturbingly familiar. These were definitely prayers-.

“Dear Lord, into the light.”

With a low voice, Aries offered a prayer to the divine and carefully pushed open the door of the chapel.

Screeech- The old door made an unpleasant noise as it scraped the floor.

Aries grimaced and boldly pushed herself inside.

The interior was at once bright yet also seemed dark and sticky.

Despite the interior being well lit with lamps, Aries felt engulfed by a darkness so profound it seemed to swallow her whole.

“In the name of the Lord, lead these lambs….”

Shaken by the chanting that assailed her ears, Aries shook her head.

Inside the spacious chapel.

Multiple people seemed to be seated on the long benches typically for several individuals, heads bowed, indicating by their faint breathing that they were unconscious, as Aries assessed.

And at the center of the chapel.

“Ah, you’re here. It was almost too late and the service nearly ended. Really, such a valuable person you are.”

An elderly priest greeted her with a faint smile. A familiar face. It was Norman, the vice-abbot she had conversed with just a few hours ago.

Aries’s face hardened.

The stench of dark magic wafting from no other than Norman.

“What are you?”

“Oh. Does a venerable paladin consider an old priest unworthy of memory? Pity.”


Norman sneered.

The dignified and pious appearance of the priest had vanished, and his tone had changed so drastically that one could mistake him for another person entirely.

Aries grimaced and shifted her gaze to the floor of the chapel.

Twisted characters drawn with blood covered the chapel’s floor. Aries realized these were the symbols of dark magic and the source of the stench.

And that Norman was the culprit….”Degenerate.”

“Oh, degenerate, he says. How am I a degenerate? Don’t equate me with those wretched beings who have been seduced by demons and lost the power of God.”

“Using humans as sacrifices for black magic is heresy. The price for that…”

Swift judgment.

Aries vanished from the spot.

Though the distance between Norman and Aries was easily over twenty steps, for Aries, who was strengthened by divine power, it only took a couple of steps.

At the heart of the magic circle. Aries appeared right in front of Norman, thrusting the tip of her sword at his throat.

It was a speed and power beyond what an aging paladin aspirant could block.

However.

Clang──!

What followed was an event that even Aries couldn’t help but be surprised by.

“How light. Is this all there is to the mighty paladin’s sword!”

Norman, who should have been spilling blood and falling, blocked Aries’ sword with a ceremonial dagger. He blocked the blow of a paladin with what was essentially a decorative weapon.

No, even more preposterous was the fact that the aged priest reacted to Aries’ sword strike in the first place.

Aries grimaced, attempting to leap back with a light movement.

Thud─! Boom!

It was the right decision. Norman’s fist, which surged with a loud sound, demolished the spot where Aries had been.

“The body is nimble.”

Despite Norman’s tone suggesting disappointment, his face did not show it.

Instead, he was filled with a smile that brimmed with exhilaration.

“The sharpest sword in the pantheon, projecting God’s will into this Midland. That a paladin could…”

Bang! Bang!

Each time the old priest stomped the floor, the chapel’s floor sunk in.

His fists made sounds like tearing drums, and occasionally, when he swung the ceremonial dagger, it seemed as if the air itself was being slit.

Aries, unable to launch a proper counterattack, was forced to retreat under the relentless assault of the old priest who had once aspired to be a paladin but never achieved it.

“Is running away all you know how to do!”

Norman did not hide his emotions.

The sight of Aries retreating haplessly touched upon some deep-seated emotions.

“Just born with the right compatibility, wielding the power of God so carelessly! You look down on me─ someone who was always faithful!”

“……”

Of course, Aries had never looked down on Norman.

She wasn’t even interested enough to do so.

Thus, Norman’s anger was nothing more than misdirected venting.

However, Aries didn’t completely disagree with his rage.

Being born with talent and receiving more reverent treatment than priests who served God their whole lives, and acting like an agent of God, was an undeniable reality.

“Even so, corruption is not the answer.”

“Shut up─!”

Aries, dodging Norman’s furious punch with the flat of her sword, flicked her left hand as if shaking it off.

Pop!

With a crisp sound of impact, Norman staggered as Aries’ right foot hammered into the old priest’s chest like a mallet.

Thud-!

Norman’s body tumbled lifelessly. The sight of Aries, who had been incessantly retreating moments ago, seemed like an illusion. Or perhaps, it was an inevitable outcome.

“Even if powerful. Useless if not wielded properly.”

Aries, who had even parried a strike from Khan.

She wasn’t someone to be overpowered by a reckless assault that only relied on brute force.

“Cough. Cough.”

“Rage is justified. But, if you truly desired God’s love, you shouldn’t have resorted to the power of black magic.”

Becoming a paladin wasn’t just about ‘innate divine compatibility’; unknown to many, there were also cases of becoming a paladin through divine selection.

Hence.

Norman’s anger was justified. However, the decision he made was wrong.

“Khhhh… Me, resorting to black magic’s power? What nonsense you speak! Do you think my power comes from black magic?”

Aries did not bother listening to Norman’s delirium.

For an old priest to overpower a paladin physically, there was no way other than corruption through black magic.

Thus, when the blood-spitting Norman stood up and shed divine light to heal his body, it was an occurrence that should not have been possible.

“……!”

“Do you still think I am a degenerate swayed by black magic now? Girl. Then deny this brilliant divine power as well.”

“How is this possible.”

The ‘Light of Healing’ was one of the most emblematic powers wielded by the priests of the pantheon.

It wasn’t strange that Norman could skillfully utilize it; that is if he hadn’t fallen.

But Norman had fallen.

Using black magic as a priest and achieving a physical prowess comparable to a paladin was proof. It should have been…

‘He used a blessing?!’

“You look curious. Haven’t I said? I have not fallen. The fact that I can wield divine power is proof against your claims.”

“You were using black magic…”

“Oh, this magic circle you mean.”With a slight curl of his lips into a sneer, Norman drew a necklace from his robes. The necklace, embedded with a large piece of black onyx, emitted a ghastly stench.

“I merely borrowed the power of this item. I’ve never used black magic. And this body… it’s merely undergone a somewhat unique procedure, completely untouched by black magic. That’s why I can do this.”

As Norman cast ‘Healing Light,’ it naturally transformed into a divine radiance, wrapping around his body like a suit of pure white armor.

“Divine Armor…!”

“Something of the sort, though the effects are similar!”

Aries blocked Norman’s rushing dagger, the ground caving under her feet from the increased strength.

Wincing at the heightened power, Aries twisted her wrist to push the dagger away, then struck Norman’s chin with her palm.

Thud! The hit was spot-on, yet ineffective due to the significant strength of the divine armor Norman had activated. Most of all, she couldn’t exert her full power given the situation.

‘They’re still alive.’

The clergy, who had lost consciousness, bowed their heads. The aftermath of the battle made it difficult to properly fight, fearing they might get caught in it.

“It tickles!”

“Ugh!”

Trying to restrain Norman’s wild rampaging only limited her movements, allowing obvious attacks through.

Norman’s fist struck Aries in the abdomen with precision.

The shock of penetrating the divine armor involuntarily contorted her face.

But she didn’t back down, as there were benches with unconscious clergy right behind her.

Then, Norman’s eyes glinted.

‘Foolish woman!’

He couldn’t believe a paladin couldn’t fight properly because of hostages. He hadn’t expected ‘those people’ would be of help now, but saw no reason not to use them.

Stopping his attack on Aries, Norman launched himself toward the direction where the clergy were.

As Norman predicted,

The naive, foolish paladin blocked Norman’s path to protect the hostages. A proper paladin might have tried to strike from behind, but…

‘I knew she’d choose to definitely protect the hostages over uncertain odds of penetrating the divine armor!’

Crash─!

Sparks flew as she brought down her ceremonial dagger, blocking Norman’s path, her sword forcing down his.

Naturally, Aries’ awkward positioning from her forceful advancement put her at a disadvantage, and Norman was not foolish enough to leave it unexploited.

Bang!

It was inevitable that Aries would allow an unguarded attack.

“To think I so looked forward to fighting a paladin after acquiring this power. To end up facing a half-pint like you as the first opponent.”

His tone was genuinely regretful, but the curve of Norman’s eyes indicated he was merely taunting Aries.

“…Ugh.”

Struck in the chest by Norman’s kneeing, Aries let out a faint groan as she managed to lift her frail body, the impact evidently having knocked a few bones out of place.

The grin on Norman’s face deepened.

‘The situation unfolded earlier than expected, but it’s not necessarily bad.’

After all, his target was this naive paladin.

‘And that barbarian isn’t here. I was told to capture them if possible… Well, it’s fine.’

Having finished preheating the black magic he had prepared beforehand, and with his primary target, the paladin woman, unwittingly stepping into the trap,

Might as well make sure to finish things properly.

“Then. Let’s end this.”

Norman shattered the black onyx necklace. Its fragments fell to the ground, activating the blood-drawn black magic circle that began to emit light.

“This is a high-level black magic that teleports everything in the magic circle to a predetermined location.”

Aries, who had just healed internal injuries with ‘Healing Light,’ flinched, surprised that Norman openly revealed the black magic’s nature.

Within the circle meant… stepping outside the chapel would be the end of it, right?

‘Why reveal such a weakness?’

“What about these clergy here, though?”

Aries’ expression darkened.

The dilemma whether to escape by herself to plan for another day, or to struggle in an attempt to save the clergy, was clear.

Unable to contain his laughter any longer at the ludicrous sight, Norman burst into uncontrollable laughter.

“Hahaha─! Foolish woman. It’s too late!”

Rumbles─!

The dark emanation rising from the center of the circle started to take shape.

It was the harbinger of black magic, the spikes resembling teeth and the massive maw made of darkness seemed like a demon’s visage.

Aries failed to make a decision until the last moment, by which Norman was certain he had fulfilled his mission.

Bang─!

Bang─!

Bang─! Crack…….

Had ominous breaking noises not come from the ceiling…

“What, what’s happening?”

Before he could discern the source of the noise.

Crack!!

“Woahhhh! Wait, wait a second! Brother!”

Two figures broke through the monastery’s ceiling, falling directly onto Norman.

Woosh!

Simultaneously, sensing the danger, the black magic moved as if sentient to engulf Norman in an attempt to protect him, swallowing along with it the intruders who had suddenly appeared…
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020: The Fallen One(3)

“This must be the pit of Aecharis.”

Aecharis was a demon with a physique similar to a goblin’s, dozens of small eyes, and a gaping maw taking up half of its face.

To be precise, it would be more accurate to describe Aecharis as a demon born from the fragments of an Arch Demon.

In any case, ‘The Pit of Aecharis’ was an advanced dark magic spell that partially replicated the lesser demon fragments’ powers.

It twisted Aecharis’s stomach, which devoured anything and stored its prey in a separate dimension endlessly, to produce an effect akin to spatial teleportation.

“To engrave high-level dark magic… Darkin’s capabilities are far beyond what I had anticipated… Surely he hasn’t made a contract with Aecharis.”

If his realm far exceeded what Khan had imagined… this place could very well be his grave.

It didn’t matter to him, though. Khan shrugged off unnecessary thoughts and, with a few kicks, woke Ron who had fainted from the aftermath of the spatial movement.

“Oh, my goodness! This is Necar Mountain!

In the meantime, ron, who had drooled in his unconscious state, woke up with a start, exclaiming his first words to which Khan grimaced.

‘I thought the scenery felt familiar. I must have seen it on the monitor.’

It was the location where Darkin made his last stand and where the climax of the fifth act’s last quest unfolds, after being defeated at the end of the war with the empire.

It wasn’t surprising that it felt familiar.

“Uh, ahem …!”

“Ah. Right, I forgot about this fellow.”

“Huh? Isn’t that the unlucky priest from the monastery? Why is he like this?”

“He’s also an underling of the dark mage.”

No matter the bizarre screams Ron let out, having heard nothing and being dragged here by Khan.

Khan picked up Deputy Abbot Norman with one hand from the ground beneath his feet.


It was certainly curious that an aged priest, who was not a paladin whose body transcended humanity, was still alive even now.

Especially since Khan had landed on Norman, using him as a cushion to break his fall after breaking through the ceiling.

What could it mean that he was still alive and breathing?

‘For a religious fanatic, he was too devout. He must indeed be a fallen one.’

Khan glared at Norman with eyes full of conviction.

It was needless to look any further. This man, like Nero, must have accepted Darkin’s physical modification.

Considering the situation before breaking the ceiling, it was clear he had engaged in a brawl with Aries, and still looking unscathed suggests he received even better treatment than Nero.

“Hey. Get up.”

“Guhhh!”

Khan roughly woke the comfortably unconscious Norman and immediately started an interrogation.

“You, barbaric savage…!”

“That warrants a beating.”

Norman’s audacious attitude, raising his eyes so brazenly after deceitfully using the innocent savage, made Khan clinch his fist.

It seemed they needed a truthful moment of persuasion before having a regular conversation.

*

*

*

“Screaming!”

Indeed, the truth has a way of reaching out.

Seeing Norman’s much more docile demeanor brought a satisfied smile to Khan’s face.


“*Gagging*. Are you sure he’s still alive?”

“What are you saying? He’s clearly breathing.”

“That’s just it, he’s only breathing.”

What would a primitive fantasy native know? Khan dismissed Ron’s nonsense with a snort.

“Alright. deputy priest Norman. Exactly where are we?”

“This is the boundary of the inner region of Necar Mountain…”

“Gosh. The inner region?! The distance from the monastery here, even with powerful magic, would be…”

Despite his skeptical tone, ron sighed as if the answer was what he expected. He must have guessed based on the surrounding scenery.

However, the ‘spatial teleportation,’ a feat difficult to achieve even with high-ranking magic, noticeably surprised him.

“It’s more of a cheat using demonic power than magic. No need to be so shocked. After all, the idea of moving dead bodies around is absurd in the first place.”

“Uh, now that you mention it, that’s true.”

Ron didn’t fully understand but seemed to accept it as some necromancy that was possible through dark magic.

“So, you activated the spell, and what was your plan after that?”

“…”

“Choosing to remain silent, huh? Seems our persuasion wasn’t thorough enough.”

Seems more talking was needed. With Norman sealing his lips, Khan proceeded with yet another heartfelt session of persuasion.

Thud- Thud- Thud-

Amidst the descending darkness in the forest, a monotonous sound of impacts resonated throughout.”

Your arrogance ends here! You’ll both die by His hand, you uncivilized brute and insolent mercenary…!”

“You haven’t been hit enough.”


Or maybe too much. As the nearly dead man began to stir, Khan’s lips twisted in irritation.

Considering that monsters could be attracted by the scent of blood, and not wanting to take that risk, Khan’s fist hesitated just as he was about to seriously beat the man down.

“Did someone come to meet us?”

“Hehehe. Too late, barbarian!”

The indications on his search skill were increasing. Though not particularly fast, the direct approach was ominously clear.

‘A dark mage?’

Khan, with his foot still pressed against the laughing Norman’s neck, fell into thought.

‘Everything started to move rapidly after Norman returned to the city.’

The first to act was Nero.

He deceived mercenaries who hadn’t heard of Khan, ambushed them, and then appeared claiming Khan had attacked the city’s mercenaries, using it as a pretext to attack Khan.

However, the fight was interrupted by the sudden arrival of Aries, and Nero retreated when Norman, infuriated, gave the order.

At this stage, one could think Nero and Norman were at odds.

‘But it turns out, both had received Darkin’s treatment?’

Competing for achievements despite being on the same side? Or was it a dispute between those genuinely following Darkin and those who followed due to circumstances?

‘I’m not sure.’

What was clear, however, was that from the start, he planned to kidnap Khan and his party, considering their possible arrival in Nordic. Otherwise, the timely provision of equipment engraved with high-level dark magic would make no sense.

‘No different from the game. It demands caution.’

And meticulous.

Instead of hiding from the pursuers, he planned to capture them, enhancing his own forces.

In a way, that was a masterstroke of necromancy.

But if Aries went missing in Nordic, the possibility of the Temple of All Gods deploying their full might there couldn’t be dismissed…

‘Does he believe he can manage the aftermath if the church storms in?’

How he planned to manage, Khan couldn’t easily envision. Whatever the case… escaping seemed the best option.

“You’re of no use anymore.”

“Wait…!”

Pressing down harder with his foot on Norman’s neck, a chilling crack sounded, accompanied by an increase in experience points.

Perhaps due to the combination of Darkin’s body modification and the sacred power, the experience points gained felt significantly higher than the actual combat power could justify.

‘With this guy, I finally hit 70%.’

The joy was short-lived.

“Hey, guide. Lead the way out of here. Unless you want to be surrounded by dark mages, we best hurry.”

“I’m not a guide, but Ron Ironhammer! This way!”

Sensing the presence of enemies due to Khan’s actions, ron took off without looking back.

Yet, the direction he chose was unexpected.

Instead of running away from the enemy, he began moving along the deep forest’s boundary.

“If you head down blindly, you’ll be surrounded by beasts! The broken branches around here indicate that rat-skulls are nearby!”

A typical barbarian would have required a lengthy explanation to understand, but not Khan. His vast knowledge of monsters, accumulated over numerous game plays, surpassed that of many veteran mercenaries.

‘Rat-skulls.’

“Eek!”

Ron, running with sweat on his brows, suddenly felt weightless. A familiar situation and sensation. This was unmistakably…!

“Be careful not to bite your tongue.”

“Lord…!”

No argument was heard. Khan, carrying Ron on his shoulders like luggage, powerfully stomped the ground.

Boom!

The heavy thud was enough to awaken animals from deep sleep, spreading far and wide, and Ron’s face went pale, realizing Khan’s intention.

Rat-skulls, unusually intelligent for monsters, lived in packs and could kill even veterans if underestimated.

Typically, they slept underground, and when hunting, they seamlessly traversed tree branches, making their territory a no-go zone for other monsters.

And now. Khan’s action was simple. He woke up all the rat-skulls sleeping underground.

To make matters worse.

“Capture them!”

“Over there! The one with ash-gray skin, looks like an orc! The barbarian rumored to travel with a paladin!”

As the pursuers, likely boosted by dark magic, closed in enough to be seen, the enraged rat-skulls’ burrowing noise sent Ron into a panic, pounding on Khan’s back.

“Let’s go, hurry!”

“Jumping. Hold on tight.”

“Oh, ahh! Waaah!”[Leap (C) – 98.1%]

─C Grade Effect, charging Leap :: Leaps forward with great vigour. Effectiveness increases with strength.

─D Grade Effect, safe Landing :: Greatly reduces fall damage.

Crash───!!

A leap enhanced by an impressive 59 points of strength propels Khan far from the ground. In some ways, it was less of a leap and more akin to takeoff.

Amidst nearing B grade in skill proficiency and overwhelming muscular strength, an extraordinary feat was born.

“Woaaaah!”

“I, I’m flying!”

“Did he use an artifact?! What in the world!”

Black mages, who couldn’t enhance their bodies with mana or cast spells, looked up in vain at the barbarian soaring through the air.

“Kheeeek!”

“It’s a rat! Summon the minions!”

“What kind of magic is this barbarian playing at…!”

Finally, hundreds of rats bearing fierce teeth emerged above the tunnels, waking up to the humans who disrupted their slumber.

The chaos that ensued among the dark mages and countless monsters was all thanks to Khan, who had Ron hitching a ride on his shoulder, who then screamed out in terror.

“We’re gonna, gonna fall!”

No, we’re not falling. Khan murmured quietly as his hand axe flew towards a distant giant tree.

The hand axe, growing distant, was followed by a gray line that wove through the air, made from the ‘Silent Thread of Arachne’ taken from Eliya, which Khan had previously tied to the axe.

Boom──.

Soon, the hand axe lodged itself precisely into the giant tree, a distance that was visibly vast. Achieving such accuracy while carrying a person on one shoulder and throwing with the other arm seemed unbelievable.

[Throwing (B) – 90.1%]

─D Grade Effect, bullseye : Accuracy increases.

The ‘Silent Thread of Arachne’ trembled as if overwhelmed, threatening to break the enchanted ring itself. Yet, Khan did not hesitate for a moment.

Swisshhhh!

Utilizing the retraction feature of the ring, he boldly snapped his waist mid-air and pulled on the Silent Thread with all his might.

Instantly, the tension in the thread catapulted Khan’s body towards the tree where the axe had struck.

Black mages, who had been watching the barbarian’s reckless method of exiting the battle with a sense of emptiness, snapped back to reality.

Because of a certain rude human, the rats, baring their savage teeth, had been awakened.

“Kheee!”

“Kiiieek!”

“Damn it─!”

*

*

*

Thump! Crash!

“Ouch…. I’m gonna die!”

“Quit your whining. Get up.”

“First time flying into a tree like that. Well, it happens.”

It was a gamble akin to an acrobatic stunt, yet Khan managed to shake off his pursuers and dusted himself off, preparing to move on.

“We’ve bought some time, but we’re not safe yet. We need to move now.”

“You think… we’ll be followed through all those rats?”

Without hesitation, Khan nodded affirmatively.

“Half-hearted forces won’t work on a necromancer. The dead only add to their power. Plus…”

“Plus?”

“Never mind. I’ll tell you when I’m sure.”

Khan, pondering over the amulet, the ‘Pit of Aecharis’, dismissed the notion as he thought about the now useless obsidian necklace.

‘No need to scare with uncertain information. Our course of action won’t change anyway.’

Though it was unintended to land in enemy territory, Khan saw it positively. In fact, he genuinely believed it wasn’t a bad situation.

After all.

Reaching this place through normal means would have required breaking through endless monsters and dark mages hindering their way.

‘In a way… isn’t this like being dropped right into the enemy’s front yard?’

Unintentionally yet result-wise, it seemed so.

Meaning, this was an opportunity.

‘Worried about the kid left in the city… but.’

Khan decided not to worry.

‘She’s no fool. She’ll manage just fine.’

More importantly.

The time had come for the collaborator Khan had pooled through the rat priest, bethel, to arrive in Nordic. A collaborator so formidable and finicky, convincing them would have been impossible if not for Khan’s possession.
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021. Darkin Subjugation (1)

Norman’s invocation of dark magic engulfed Khan and Ron before disappearing.

It happened in the blink of an eye, leaving Aries feeling bewildered and somewhat dazed.

Then, almost instinctively, she hurried to lay the unconscious priests on the ground. It wasn’t a conscious decision but more like picking what needed to be done.

Whoosh─.

The ‘Light of Healing’ conjured by Aries enveloped the priests, and the warm light wrapping around their bodies helped Aries regain her composure.

‘I’ve heard about it.’

She first recalled the identity of the dark magic that had involved Khan. A power lent to dark mages by one of the archdemon’s offspring, ‘Aecharis.’

Even the Church couldn’t pinpoint its exact name, but its effect was well-known. Spatial transference. Things swallowed by Aecharis could be expelled at a predetermined ‘hiding place.’

Then where could this hiding place be? Aries made a guess that was nearly certain in her mind.

‘Necar Mountain.’

“Cough. Choke!”

“Uh, ugh….”

Right when Aries had organized her thoughts, the priests, who had been rendered unconscious by some method, started to regain consciousness one by one.

“Why am I on the floor…”

“I fell asleep while listening to the deputy abbot’s prayer. Wait! Abbot! Look here!”

“What in the world is happening…! And what’s this on the floor!”

While Aries could have waited for the confused priests to grasp the situation, she chose not to do so. There was work to be done.

“Silence.”

“A knight of the church?” The priests, noticing Aries’ slightly disheveled appearance, rushed over in shock, as if seeing something sacred being tainted.


Aries didn’t react to the priests’ fuss and matter-of-factly concentrated on what she had to do.

“Deputy abbot Norman has fallen. He borrowed the power of a dark mage and wielded the authority of a demon, and the dark magic circle drawn on the floor is the proof.”

“Good heavens. The deputy abbot has fallen…!”

“We don’t have time for explanations. I must punish the traitor in the name of faith. So, you take care of the turmoil in the city. Come morning….”

It was an unusually long and persistent explanation for Aries, indicating the severity of the situation. Fortunately, even after hearing of Norman’s betrayal, the priests were filled with zeal.

It was because Aries was a knight of the church. A knight of the church acts on God’s will, and the knight’s command is God’s command. They couldn’t be devoid of enthusiasm.

“Then, what shall you do…?”

“Pray.”

With that single word, the priests withdrew. Aries sat down on a somewhat intact chair, closed her eyes, and began to pray to her god.

“Please….”

*

*

*

The prayer, which continued until the chilly moonlight on her platinum hair turned into warm light, stopped only after the long-awaited visitors arrived.

“Hmm. Are you the knight of the church who sought me out? I didn’t expect such a young girl.”

“Te, teacher. Wouldn’t it disturb the prayer…?”

“What are you saying? She stopped her prayer before we even knocked, did she not?”

Aries quietly rose and scrutinized the two visitors.

An elderly gentleman, his hair beginning to gray, and a young man slightly older than Aries, both dressed in typical mage robes with staves in hand.

“You are….”


“Ah, let me introduce myself directly, given this is our first meeting. It’s only proper, especially when facing the church’s sharpest blade.”

The elderly gentleman’s tone sounded almost mocking, but Aries didn’t seem to care.

“Pleased to meet you. I am Jerome, taught directly by the Master of the Gray Tower and granted the title of mage directly by the High Master of the Five Towers. This sorry excuse is my apprentice, Jan.”

“I am Jan, at your service, knight of the church.”

Jerome, introducing himself with dignity and confidence, pushed back his robe’s hood and continued,

“My poor apprentice. We’ve heard about a dark mage cloaked in Eliya’s skin, falsely claiming the name of our tower.”

“Eliya, that child. So clever… Ah, yes! So, knight of the church? What shall we do?”

Between the almost rehearsed banter of the two mages, Aries paused before answering,

“Search for the missing.”

*

*

*

“Damn. Where the heck are we?”

“Where, you ask? We’re deep in Necar Mountain.”

Ron’s reply, as if asking if Khan was foolish, was met with a silent stare. Should I kill him? Or let him live? That was the question in Khan’s gaze.

“Stop looking at me like that! You think I wanted this? Huh?! Who would have guessed there’d be a maze in the mountain!”

“Quiet. Unless you want a lump on the back of your head.”

“…Ahem. I mean, it can’t be helped. It’s my first time here too.”

As Khan chewed his lip, contemplating whether to actually strike Ron, Ron meekly protested.

“And this place? It’s bizarre. Has it always been like this?”


“How should I know? I told you, it’s my first time.”

“I wasn’t asking you.”

“Ah!”

Khan, having dealt with the destructive mouth, looked up at the sky. It should have been dawn by now, but the sky above the depths was dreadfully dark. And that wasn’t the end of it.

‘It feels like we are going around in circles.’

It wasn’t an exaggeration when Ron, an excellent guide, described it as a ‘maze’. 

Strange as it may seem, the inner part of Necar Mountain was indeed like a maze. No matter how much one walked, it seemed impossible to get closer to the summit.

The final scene of the fifth act, the battle against Darkin at Necar Mountain, wasn’t like this… It was just spewing monsters, and a dark mage showing up to wreak havoc.

“Is it magic?”

“How could any being cast such bizarre magic over the entire mountain. It must just be the nature of the terrain itself, like the Empire’s Grand Mage said.”

“That makes sense.”

So, this guy is useless? Khan glanced at Ron, who was checking for a bump on the back of his head, with contempt and sighed deeply.

“If there were a mage, it might’ve been better. Pity. Got any ideas, Guide Ron?”

“Not a guide, but a sledgehammer, Ron at your service. Hmm, a solution… I’m not sure. We need to experience this kind of situation to know. My gut feeling says we should just keep going forward.”

“Intuition, huh. Very reassuring.”

Khan sighed harder.

Facing a maze-like field was nothing new in a game, but this was reality.

Trapped in the body of a barbarian who could not detect mana, Khan found it impossible to think of a way to break through.

‘It’s not like there’s a gimmick to resolve this, as with ancient ruins…’

Even if there were, how could one find such a gimmick in the vast expanse of Necar Mountain?

“No choice then. We just keep walking.”

“And yet you mock my words before doing exactly as I said?”

“Want to get hit more?”

“Let’s go! We have a long way ahead.”

Their decision was made. To walk aimlessly.

Luckily, Ron had a knack for finding where the monsters dwelled even as they wandered. If they had to fight monsters while being lost, their stamina would have depleted first.

The problem wasn’t the monsters. It was people. Specifically, the dark mages.

“He is over there—!”

“Catch him!”

Somehow, despite the confusing paths and their hidden position, dark mages would find them just when they were almost forgotten.

This time, there were quite a few of them.

Six. Included among Darkin’s disciples were demon worshipers who had sold their souls to become dark mages.

“Urgh!”

As Khan confirmed Ron crushing a skull of the undead, he charged towards the dark mages.

The horde of corpses was a nuisance, but they couldn’t stop Khan’s charge. He smashed skulls with his fists and annihilated bodies with his axe without missing a beat.

“Crazy…! How with one blow!”

“You’re just weak.”

The dark mage panicked under Khan’s tremendous assault, attempting to cast a curse to bind him, but it was futile. It barely slowed the pace at which their heads were crushed.

Snap!

One dark mage screamed as he met his end. But Khan did not care. One mouth to answer their questions was enough.

“Bind his feet with curses! Just hold him off until Master Kris is ready!”

A cloud of black smoke, like a congealed mass, clung to Khan, making his breathing slightly laborious. Annoying brats…

With a scowl, Khan charged again.

Boom!

“Arrgh!”

Two demon worshipers who failed to dodge in time flew off as if struck by a horse. Given that they collided with Khan’s muscular frame over 2 meters tall, it wasn’t entirely incorrect to say so.

“I can’t do this! I can’t stop him!”

“Damn…!”

Watching from a close distance, two demon worshipers lost their will and attempted to flee.

As if to prove their faithlessness, betrayal occurred at nearly the speed of light.

Khan threw daggers, snatched from the pathetic thugs, to swiftly finish off the fleeing ones, then turned his attention to the dark mage who appeared to be Darkin’s disciple.

“Block him! Stop him!”

Driven by despair, the undead rushed at Khan.

While desperately chanting a spell that looked petty, Khan thought, trying to stop someone with these trifling beings.

The first punch punched through the chest of an orc undead with a ‘Poom-‘, incapacitating it instantly. Khan kicked the powerless orc corpse aside.

“Watch your back!”

Ron’s warning reached him, but Khan had already sensed the approach and swung his axe without looking.

Screech!

A skeleton, made from an amalgamation of human bones, crumbled to dust, and seizing the moment, a beast-like monster leaped at Khan, baring its maw above his head.

“Hmph!”

Khan didn’t dodge but reached out to force the wolf-like jaws apart with a powerful grip. Crick! The wolf’s head split in two, rolling on the ground.

Next with his foot, then with his axe, and fists…

Khan crushed every undead that came his way and finally stood in front of the dark mage.

“Is that all? Quite underwhelming.”

“…Die!”As he completed the incantation, corpses began to swarm around the caster. The sickening sounds of cracking bones and squelching flesh intertwined in a disorderly fashion, creating a sight that was far from pleasant to behold. “Damn, this is an eyeball assault,” he muttered under his breath.

“Growwww!” 

“Hahaha! Look at my masterpiece! With this, I’ll capture you and gain a foothold to become an official disciple!”

Even Khan, a man well over 2 meters tall, had to crane his neck to gaze upon the towering corpse golem that bellowed before him, its creator gleefully spreading his arms as if presenting his work.

“Kill him, Elizabeth!” 

Khan’s face twisted in disgust. Naming such a grotesque golem, that looked more like something a drunkard would vomit up after a long night’s binge, ‘Elizabeth’?

‘Is this guy insane? Truly.’ 

What part of this hideously mashed-together mass of corpses warranted such a cute name as Elizabeth? Even a modern person, accustomed to all manners of unique nicknames, would find such destructive naming sense incomprehensible.

Khan met the golem’s fist with one of his own, injecting a bit more earnestness into his punch. 

“Uh!” 

His slow punch might have seemed childishly petulant against the golem, but the outcome was staggeringly different.

Boom!

The golem exploded into pieces, scattering like it had been hit by an internal bomb. ‘What? One hit? But I made it strong enough to even challenge a lower knight?’

The necromancer was flabbergasted, struggling to accept the reality unfolding before him.

“So, if you’ve got nothing else up your sleeve, how about you start answering some questions quietly?”

Khan casually brushed off the flesh stuck to his face, his tone nonchalant. Comparing this necromancer to Eliya, who he had first encountered, this was just a ragtag bunch despite their numbers.

“What, what do you want?”

In the necromancer’s quivering voice, Khan could detect an eagerness to divulge whatever was asked of him. ‘No wonder mages are often called psychopaths.’

“How did you and your lackeys not lose your way in the depths?”

“It’s impossible for the likes of you.”

“Why?”

“We follow the black magic sigils engraved throughout the depths. Your barbaric kind can’t even sense mana, possessing…extraordinary physiques, don’t you?”

“Hmm. True.”

Khan couldn’t argue there. But what about Ron? He was a regular continental, capable of sensing mana, wasn’t he? Khan glanced at Ron, who was cleaning his hammer.

“I am a guide, not a mage, my friend.”

“Countier, you claimed to be a sledgehammer, not a guide.”

“…I am a sledgehammer. Not a guide.”

‘Madman.’

Khan decided to press the necromancer further, though intimidating him into leading them to his hideout might have been easier.

‘Anyway, because of the Curse, that’s not on the table.’

“Are there more pursuers besides you?”

“…Yes.”

“They’ll find me just as you did, won’t they?”

The necromancer nodded in agreement, prompting Khan to pull out a black crystal necklace and pose another critical question.

“That Darkin fellow. He was using Aecharis’s power.”

The necromancer’s face paled at the unexpected inquiry. He stuttered, “Th-th-th-” as if a broken doll.

“Why’s he like that?!”

Suddenly, the necromancer’s condition deteriorated; he frothed at the mouth, then fell silent as if possessed by a B-movie specter.

‘Could it actually be a possession?’

Khan squatted in front of the necromancer, grinning, “This is a first for me.”

[Hmm. The barbarian I know aren’t known for their intellect. Strange, that.]

“Really? You’re exactly the kind of mage I know. Arrogant, yet too cowardly to take action yourself.”

[Hehehe.]

The laughter that emerged from the necromancer’s mouth seemed entertained by the banter.

[Such barbaric behavior. Not knowing one’s place.]

“Scaredy-cat hiding in a rat hole, trying to look tough. If you’re so confident, come here. I’ll smash your head in.”

[Do you even know who you’re speaking to, barbarian?]

Khan leaned in close, baring his teeth in a grin at the old man using his disciple’s body to spout nonsense.

“Darkin Perayas.”

Pleased to meet you. My experience points.
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[Intriguing, indeed. How fascinating.]

“What’s so intriguing?”

The demon… No, a dark mage’s eyes, which had possessed his disciple, rolled around, inspecting Khan’s body thoroughly.

It was a blatant act of scrutiny. It could be likened to how a hunter examines the state of its prey.

[They say all the barbarian of the Frost Gorge are heroes of the counterattack. The grand warrior of the Dark Wing gained fame, and that rumor spread even more. Of course, not everyone is at that level. But you, you’re different. You could even be compared to the grand warrior of the Dark Wing.]

He sure talks a lot. Khan frowned, immediately regretting his patient listening, wondering what exactly he was trying to say.

“What does a mage know… Besides.”

You haven’t answered my question yet. Dammit.

“So, did you make a contract with Aecharis or not?”

[Haha, hahaha! Truly, you’re an anomaly! How does a barbaric savage know the name of a demon? Only a select few within the pantheon church are privy to that name. Surely, that clumsy paladin didn’t tell you, right?]

“Who knows. Answer my question, and maybe I’ll tell you.”

Pfffhah. Darkin substituted his silence with a sneaky laugh, like an old man causing a nuisance. It was clear he had no intention of answering.

[You savage. Why haven’t you fled? After hearing about the eastern ogre slayer, did you suddenly gain unwarranted courage?]

“Does one need courage to crush an old, twisted dark mage?”

[Had we been talking about chances, that arrogant paladin woman should have been the one to come. You wouldn’t even be able to near my workshop. You belong to an inferior race that can’t sense mana.]

“Thanks for the advice, old man.”

Witnessing Darkin’s evasive dialogue, it seemed unlikely to engage in a fruitful conversation.

He was clearly trying to stall for time. Khan lifted the possessed dark mage above the ground.

Of course, Darkin didn’t cease his nonsense even then.


[You might have a slightly higher chance of survival if you just turn back now. Whether you are the warrior who hunted young ogres or whatever, you don’t have that mage by your side now…….]

“Hey.”

Listening any further would make his ears bleed. Khan, growling, smashed the dark mage’s mouth with his fist.

“Just shut up and wait. I’ll be twisting your neck soon enough.”

The dark mage. No, Darkin gave a sly smile, as if to say, “Try if you can.”

Crunch-!

Khan crushed the dark mage’s skull underfoot, ignoring Ron, who had been silently observing the conversation, and fell into thought.

‘Darkin does not know me.’

Even if he does, it would only be as ‘the barbarian who gained fame in the east for killing a young ogre.’ It was sure to be just that.

But Khan knew him.

‘Very well. Damn well, in fact.’

The fifth act boss of ‘Midland Quest’, Darkin Perayas, was a balance-disrupting starting point, and most players couldn’t surpass this wall and ended up quitting the game.

Of course, Khan did not quit and studied him instead. His patterns, algorithms, characteristics… everything.

‘You have no idea what I went through just to catch you.’

Darkin Perayas never acts without meaning.

Every action of his is foreshadowing, and failing to notice will lead one to struggle desperately until game over.

‘He attacked me and Aries in Nordic. And now, as if it were his own domain, he enticed me into entering Nechar mountain, subtly urging me to flee, claiming it was hopeless…’

It felt like delving into ‘Midland Quest’ strategies after a long time.

Various fragments of information swam through his mind, buzzing. Khan selected the useful ones from these.

After pondering for a while, enlightenment dawned upon Khan.


‘So that was it? Was that why he was indulging in such pointless antics?’

Somehow, knowing the answer drained his energy.

“Ron. I said it earlier. It seems right to keep going straight with your intuition.”

“That might be the case. But you don’t have to rely entirely on what I say… I’m not a guide, after all, just a sledgehammer…….”

“No. It appears your intuition is indeed correct.”

As previously mentioned.

Darkin does not act without meaning.

Sending his disciple and a demon worshipper to their deaths, and rambling on with unnecessary words to Khan wasn’t just for the heck of it.

If that assumption were true, there’s only one conclusion.

‘We are getting closer. To his workshop. And now he….’

Must be in a situation where he needs to buy time for some reason.

“The connection of consciousness has been severed, has it?”

“It’s unfortunate. I would have liked to see that barbarian in action if possible… It can’t be helped that consciousness sharing occurs from the moment the prohibition is initiated.”

A young boy’s voice filled the large hall.

Though it was a soft voice, it carried a certain presence. Reacting to him, a black knight made a clanking noise.

“No. It’s nothing.”

“……”

There was no hint of life from the black knight, fully clad in black armor and a helm, only silence.

Yet, it seemed to possess a self, understanding its master’s words and nodding slightly.

“To think a barbarian like that would rampage in my domain, and I must leave it be. It’s regrettable. Truly. Don’t you think?”


At the boy’s seemingly innocent question, those around the hall, preparing black magic, bowed their heads.

Among them were old men much older than the boy and sturdy young men, but all were unsettled by a mere sentence from the young boy, a rather curious scene.

“Even if I share my knowledge, spells, and strength, it’s futile if the vessel is lacking. Such pitiful beings.”

The boy chuckled softly, waving his hand, and as if responding, the hall’s outer walls seemed to quiver slightly, almost as if they were alive.

“Eliyah’s death now seems regrettable. If it were her talent, receiving my knowledge wouldn’t have been impossible. Ah… and to think that it was also that insolent barbarian who killed Eliyah.”

“Master.”

A dark mage stepped forward in response to the boy’s murmur, an old man with completely white hair.

“Do you have something to say, Liam? My first disciple.”

“…If it’s difficult for you to personally intervene, Master, I will bring the insolent barbarian’s corpse myself.”

“You?”

As if questioning whether he was capable of such a feat, Liam, the one addressed, bowed his head to hide his expression.

Of course, the boy seemed to know this, merely smiling smoothly.

“Ah, Liam, my old disciple. I know you’ve been jealous of Eliyah’s talent.”

“I, I have never harbored such thoughts.”

“Is that so? Then it must have been my mistake. Nevertheless, I cannot entrust this to you. Even though a dark mage of Loren region aided him, he still is a warrior who can stand against an ogre. I don’t want to lose you now.”

“…Didn’t you choose that barbarian as a hunting target for Eliyah?”

“That’s not because I believed she could do it. It was rather to make her realize her inadequacies. I hoped she would return alive, miserable and pathetic, to sign a contract of the soul.”

Perhaps persuaded by the boy’s gentle persuasion, Liam asked more softly to be sent.

“…I won’t say I’ll defeat that barbarian. However, considering Master’s imminent secrets, I’ll try to buy some time.”

“Are you thinking of a way to handle that warrior directly if luck is on your side?”

Liam remained silent, and the boy, after a moment’s contemplation with a complex expression, finally agreed.

“If that’s what makes you feel satisfied. But never reveal the entrance to the armory.”

“I’d rather die.”

With those final words, Liam turned his back, and the boy’s gaze upon his departing figure was utterly impassive.

All the warm words exchanged just before seemed nothing but pretense.

‘Ah. My foolish but adorable disciple, Liam.’

The boy sensed.

Today, Liam would finally mark the end of his long life. It was a common fate for dark mages who despaired of their lack of talent and handed over their souls to demons. And yet, it was more bittersweet and…ridiculous.

“Prepare yourselves quickly.”

“Yes.”

The boy, urging his few remaining disciples and the ever-multiplying devil worshippers to hurry with the preparations for the ritual, sat in a chair made of bones and quietly closed his eyes.

Yet, instead of darkness, other visions began to appear in his sight.

Liam. It was Liam, with a rigid face, leaving the workshop with a heavy heart.

‘He’s determined to die.’

To think that he’s heading to battle without managing to calm his emotional turmoil, even though he stands no chance even if he gives his all.

The boy clicked his tongue at his old disciple’s folly.

The place Liam chose for the battle was right above the workshop’s corpse disposal site.

He probably thought to stress the barbarian by summoning the corpses to the surface and reviving them as undead.

‘Not a bad idea…’

That’s the problem with dark mages who primarily practice necromancy. They believe there’s nothing they can’t overcome as long as they push with numbers.

Of course, in most situations, overwhelming numbers do translate to overwhelming force…

‘But that’s only until a certain level of strong opponents.’

Empire knights, mages of the mage tower, swords masters of the empire, individuals whose personal might substitutes an army, are everywhere.

And failing to realize that usually ends similarly for necromancers.

‘Liam will end up the same.’

Thud – Thud -The boy couldn’t help but let out a faint smile at the sudden footsteps approaching. It seemed that someone had come to teach Liam a lesson.

“Is the mountain vast, or does it feel vast because you can’t find your way?”

“What are you talking about? I’m just going straight ahead. It’s just that the Necar Mountain are vast! And I’m not a guide…!”

“Shut up before I take your hammer.”

A barbarian engaging in a relaxed conversation and a mercenary with a dopey expression came into the boy’s sight. Finally, they had reached the boy’s front yard.

“Remarkable. There’s no guessing how they managed to find their way here.”

Barbarians from the Frost Gorge naturally cannot sense mana.

It’s impossible for him to find his way through the Necar Mountain where space is distorted due to the flowing energy of dragons.

“Could it be that this dim-witted mercenary possesses something special?”

The boy felt curious but decided to focus on the situation unfolding before him.

“What are you then?”

“Ah, you’ve arrived. You insolent barbarian. I am Liam Wellus, a dark mage who has been taught in the spells and knowledge of the great master, Darkin Perayas. To you, I represent the myriad condemned souls…”

Liam’s defeat was inevitable.

Even so, it didn’t mean Liam would be completely obliterated. At the very least, he could manage to cling onto the warrior’s ankle and inflict some damage.

The boy intended to use his aging apprentice to observe the barbarian’s fighting style, preparing for any potential battle.

“…And soon, to stand by the side of the master who will demolish this pitiful kingdom and become the new king!”

“Fuck. You talk way too much.”

“What.”

Pssshh─!

“Uh.”

The boy groaned at the sudden shock.

The surrounding dark mages rushed over, expressing concern, but the boy didn’t respond, instead focusing on the scene unfolding before him.

Thump- Thump- Thump- Crunch.

“What the hell is this guy? Really.”

“A dark mage, isn’t he? With such a sinister look, he fits the bill.”

“Do you think I asked because I didn’t know? All that posture, and then what? Just one hit.”

Liam was killed by what seemed like a casually thrown hand axe. That much they understood.

But how could that be? To kill a mage who had activated defensive spells in anticipation with such a brute force method?

“Could it be the strength…? No, even with the formidable physique of the Frost Gorge barbarian, that wouldn’t be sufficient.”

Darkin speculated.

There had to be a secret to the barbarian’s axe. Otherwise, it made no sense. Perhaps an enchantment designed to maximize impact was etched into it.

“Hmm. So what now? I’m honestly at a loss.”

The boy regained his composure at the clueless mercenary’s statement.

There was no immediate conflict with the barbarian. Even if a battle ensued, the boy was certain of his victory.

Even if a paladin from the Nordic joined, the result would not change.

“From the start. Finding the entrance is impossible.”

Discovering the entrance hidden by sophisticated dark magic was one thing, but breaking through would require the strength of a mage from the mage tower…

“Hand over the hammer.”

“Rather kill me! If you take the hammer, I’m just a Ron!”

Then,

“I guess being a Ron isn’t so bad after all. Here it is.”

That’s when it happened.

“Seems like it’s around here… Or not? Maybe a bit more to the side… should upgrade my search rank… Ah, here it is.”

The barbarian, using the heavy hammer as a staff, prodded the nearby ground, then with a mighty grunt, he lifted his arm.

Whooosh─! Boom──! Boom──! Boom──! Crunch!

The sound of stones hurled by a catapult crashing down seemed to reach all the way to the underground hall where the boy was, so loud that the homunculus sharing his sight passed out from the aftershock, slowly disconnecting their shared vision.

And then,

“Found it. The entrance.”

The sight of the barbarian proudly shouting as he broke through the ceiling of the morgue that Liam wanted to use for battle faintly appeared.

“That’s not the entrance, you uncivilized barbarian──!”

In the fading sight, the boy let out a bitter scream.
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Chapter 23. Darkin Subjugation (3)

The final stage of Act 5, Darkin subjugation campaign, is particularly challenging due to Darkin’s workshop situated underground, a fortress impregnable in its own right. 

Players are incessantly bombarded by the monsters of Necar Mountain, dark mages, and devil worshippers. After struggling through these obstacles and somehow making it into Darkin’s subterranean workshop, players are greeted by a vast underground cavern that moves as if it were alive, hordes of undead charging from every direction, and formidable named enemies. 

Most players have met their match here and succumbed to frustration. 

‘I too, was fed up with the countless retries.’ 

Perhaps it was Ron’s strikingly accurate intuition that led him here, to this sense of déjà vu after defeating the elderly dark mage. Maybe the landscape, having been witnessed through a monitor hundreds of times, has filled his mind with an inexplicable certainty, although many things about Necar Mountain have changed by now. Maybe… 

‘The memories of the characters I played could be related to this feeling of déjà vu.’

For now, those thoughts were pushed aside. Using the hammer borrowed from Ron, Khan tapped on the ground while diligently using his search skill which had proven useful lately. 

[Search (D) – 19%]

As expected, signs of life were detected beneath the ground. Without hesitation, Khan shattered the floor with his hammer.

“Waaarghh!”

Although not entirely familiar with the detailed storyline due to his habit of skimming through it, Khan remembered one important fact—

‘Darkin’s underground workshop merely occupied an ancient ruin that existed long before his arrival.’

Given it was mentioned in the map’s description, there was no mistake. 

The critical point was that this underground facility, created by humans, was more unstable than expected. In Act 5, Darkin had used demonic power to address these issues. 

Now, without the necessary strength, Darkin couldn’t even hope to replicate such feats. Unless one had reached the heights of a Grand Mage, on par with the ‘Masters’ of the Wizard Tower, a demon wouldn’t lend a part of its body. 

“The ceiling is collapsing…!”

“Move! You’ll be crushed to death!”

What started as a small crack rapidly expanded until the entire floor Khan was standing on, or rather, the chamber’s ceiling, gave way. 

To those below, it was a disaster. For Ron, who watched from the sidelines, it was an almost dream-like spectacle. 


The barbarian warrior responsible for all this slowly made his way down. 

“Let’s go, Ron.”

“Yeah, okay.”

The space below the broken floor was familiar territory for Khan. 

The corpse disposal site. If one had entered through the conventional route, this area would be swarming with hundreds, if not thousands, of undead. 

Now, however, there were no intact bodies left. All were crushed beyond recognition when the ceiling collapsed. 

“Bro, are you sure you’re not a giant’s descendant or something?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Because, who else could bring down a floor with a hammer… How strong are you?”

Ron, who had been aware of Khan’s strength, having seen him effortlessly handle Nero, mutated by dark magecraft, and even smash the monastery’s ceiling with a leap, was still astonished. 

‘I know people can be strong, but this…’

As Ron inwardly marveled, Khan too couldn’t immediately answer the question of how strong he was. ‘I’m not even sure myself.’

Khan’s current strength stood at 59.

This was a figure not easily compared with many of the characters he had raised in the past. 

Granted, Khan had a preference for agility-based warriors, but in ‘Midland Quest,’ reaching a strength of 59 as a human warrior would require being at least level 40, provided one had the right skill set and equipment buffs.

Certainly, this didn’t mean Khan could be compared to a level 40 character from ‘Midland Quest’ since power in the game greatly depended on skills and equipment configurations. 

If Khan were to face one of his level 40 characters now, he’d likely be defeated without much struggle. 

‘But if we’re talking pure strength…’

“I’d say I’m about as strong as a weak ogre.”

“Since when do weak ogres exist? They can demolish walls with their fists and kicks.”


“Well, they do exist.”

“Have you seen one?”

‘Just killed one recently. Kid.’ Khan inwardly swallowed these words as he looked around. 

He was familiar with the layout of the underground workshop but acknowledged the significant differences between the future and the present. 

‘Following the path left from the corpse storage leads to the guardian’s room. Destroy the demon disguise there, backtrack, and take the right route selecting paths 3-1-2-1-1 to reach the boss room…’

Thus, it would be a stretch to compare the future underground workshop that Darkin had further expanded and complicated with the guise of a demon. Which way to go from here… After much deliberation on the spot, Khan made his decision. 

“We’re going to take the left path.”

***

Aries, having entrusted the priests of the Nordic monastery with rectifying the events of the last night, ascended Necar Mountain with Jerome and Jan in tow. A middle-aged gentleman with specks of gray in his hair, the gray tower’s mage Jerome. Beside him, a young mage with a timid impression flicking anxious glances around, the magus’s disciple, Jan. Aries, with platinum hair bobbing lightly, took the lead of the trio with a small frame, and their advance was unstoppable.

Even the monsters that had annoyingly clung at the foot of the mountain fled in terror from the massacre wrought by the paladin and mage. Moreover, even the labyrinthine environment deep within didn’t pose a substantial obstacle. 

“I smell something this way.” 

“Hmm. This seems to be a mark engraved with dark magic. It appears Darkin and his rabble resorted to measures to overcome the environment here. The quality… isn’t bad, not as good as mine, of course. I’ll interpret it quickly.” 

With the paladin’s ability to track the stench of dark magic through the divine power of justice and the magus recognized for his worth in the magic tower, finding Darkin’s workshop was embarrassingly easy.

“What is this scene all about? Why is the ground collapsed?” 

“Well, I’m not sure. How would I know something even my master doesn’t?” 

“My disciple, a mage must constantly ponder and reflect.” 

“But master, you asked me without thinking… Oh, no!”

Aries, half-listening to the banter between the two priests, approached the scene of disaster. The only one capable of such an act… was Gordi Khan, his brutish companion.

“We’re going this way.” 

“Might this not be an overt trap? Perhaps it would be wiser to cautiously open an entrance and enter.” 


“It’s not a trap. It was done by my companion.” 

“Companion…? You mean you’ve been working with a greenskin, not a human?” 

“A barbarian, unhumanlike.”

Aries replied nonchalantly and followed the path Khan had created. The debris from the collapsed ceiling piled up unstably, seeming dangerous, but for a paladin, it wasn’t a significant cause for concern. 

“Stay close to me, my disciple.” 

“Yes… Ugh!” 

Jerome, symbolizing the gray tower, gently applied a manipulation spell to himself and his disciple, settling down softly.

“A fork in the path. Left and right. Better rely on your sense of smell here, huh?” 

Aries nodded and closed her eyes. The pervasive stench of decay and dark magic in this underground workshop momentarily made her dizzy, but she maintained her concentration relentlessly. The divine power of justice was not kind. Initially, she had fainted from the horrendous stench of dark magic, and facing multiple demon worshipers felt like torture.

She was after all, a human handling the power of a god. Encountering difficulties in adjustment was inevitable. Naturally, Aries could now, albeit not skillfully, control the divine power at will well enough to distinguish between the equally noxious scents of dark magic and trace its flow in reverse. 

“To the right.”

Soon after discovering a terrible stench presumed to be Darkin’s, Aries grimaced and signaled the direction. 

“Are you alright? You look… Pa, Paladin!” 

At Jan’s inquiry, Aries shook her head and silently headed to the right, with Jerome rolling his eyes at his disciple’s clueless demeanor before following Aries.

“Let’s stick together!” greeted by a dark, long corridor, the party ventured down the right path. The lanterns lit at regular intervals brightening the path revealed the visibility was shorter than expected, eliciting a startled “Uh-” from Jan. 

“This. Feels like dark magic, master.” 

“An attempt to spread a curse of suggestion in the form of mist, an insignificant trick.” 

With a wave of his hand that Jerome found bothersome, visibility improved. Jan sighed in relief, while Aries, unfazed, continued ahead. A low-level curse, after all, couldn’t infringe upon a paladin’s body.

Nonetheless, delving deep into enemy territory was burdensome, whether the curse worked or not. The psychological pressure was bound to be intense. Jerome, perhaps due to his arrogant nature, appeared unbothered by the tension. 

“There are no signs of battle… Did the paladin’s companion, who opened the way earlier, separate from us? Is he alright?”

“What is this nonsense you’re spouting. My disciple, instead of worrying about those trying to break through the floor, prepare your spells.”

“A spell?” 

Jan was perplexed, not fully grasping his master’s words, when suddenly, 

“Kieeeeek…!” 

A bizarre wailing noise heralded the arrival of a person. No, not a person, but undeads filling the hallway to the brim, pressing forward. 

The undead were each armed in different gear, and it was apparent to anyone that they had been mercenaries in their lifetimes.

“Mercenaries of the city… right?”

Crack─!

“Argh! Master!” 

The heads of the undead at the front were crushed by an invisible grip. Jan shuddered at the horrific sight, and as Jerome’s hand moved again, the crushed heads were further smashed.

Jerome’s face remained utterly impassive as he stood there, massacring dozens of enemies. He simply waved his hand repeatedly, obliterating the corpses’ heads.

“May the Lord shine his light upon us.” 

It was a soft prayer. What followed was a sword of pure white. Several rays of white light emanated from the paladin’s sword, slicing the corpses into pieces.

Such movement required a combination of strong physique and advanced swordsmanship.

Dismembering, crushing, obliterating.

Corpses animated by unholy necromancy couldn’t stop the paladin’s charge.

“Hyap!”

Thud! Clang─!

An invisible arrow launched with a somewhat depleted energy yell was Jan’s magic. The spell of the Gray Tower, rotating and compressing air to rip through the corpses from behind.

Yet, still.

“There’s no end to them…!”

The number of corpses filling the hallway, barely wide enough for four or five people to pass, didn’t seem to decrease at all.

“Are they trying to drag us into a war of attrition? Pointless.”

“We’ll run out of mana before that happens, Master!”

Jan groaned. 

Whether they were corpses of knights or mages didn’t matter; they posed no particular threat to a party made of a paladin and a mage.

However, not only mana but also physical strength wasn’t infinite.

“Tch… annoying.”

“Why not sweep them all away in one go, Master!”

“If you wish to be buried alive here, feel free to do so. Foolish disciple.”

It was indeed a dire war of attrition.

Jan’s face, like a farmer repetitively harvesting crops, gradually lost any sign of tension.

Aries and Jerome were no different. While they didn’t let down their guard, they made occasional efforts to conserve strength for the upcoming battle with Darkin.

This too could be seen as a form of complacency, and simultaneously, it was Darkin’s intention to send such mediocre corpse soldiers.

Swoosh! Bang─!

“Ugh!”

“Paladin sir! Ah!”

Like a wave crashing into rocks, the corpses crumbled, revealing a dark spike that shoved Aries aside.

Startled, Jan was about to prepare a spell when Jerome’s spell exploded above them, causing him to fall flat on his back.

“Kieeek! Kiik!”

What Jerome shot down was a monster of a different form. Essentially human-shaped, but many aspects were different.

Some resembled massive beasts, while others had tentacles spread like wings in a bizarre form.

The monster struck by Jerome’s spell looked like a rat head Jan had encountered before.

“It seems like a chimera created using mountain beasts. Indeed. Body modification is something not even the tower’s technology can match in originality. Normally, there would be a rejection reaction.”

“M-Master. This doesn’t seem like the time to marvel!”

As Jan said,

The chimera, resembling a rat head with a gaping hole in its chest, staggered to its feet, baring its teeth.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Ahead, Aries deflected the chimera’s tentacles with his holy armor while busily parrying the beast-formed chimera’s claws.

And the number of corpse mercenaries continued to increase.

“I-Is this really okay…?!”

As Jan voiced his concern, 

“Groooar──!!”

“Kiik!”

The monstrous creations, products of wicked techniques, signaled the start of the campaign against Darkin.
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Chapter 024: Darkin Subjugation (4)

“It doesn’t seem like there’s anything here? And it feels pretty bleak.”

“Just follow along.”

After heading down the left path, Khan’s strides were unabated. It was natural, considering there were no enemies to block their way, and their destination had been decided in advance.

“I thought undead would swarm us non-stop since it’s said to be a necromancer’s workshop. Surprisingly, that’s not the case.”

“Must’ve thought it useless. Or maybe they’re planning to attack us all at once.”

Of course, either way, it didn’t matter to Khan. His task remained unchanged: to cleave Darkin in two.

Thud- Thud-

What lay at the end of the empty corridor was a hollow about half the size of a school playground.

To the left of the hollow, there were stone steps leading up to the surface, on the right, another path, and in the center…

“Sniff. Sniff.”

A dog was scratching its neck with its paw. Described this way, it might seem like an endearing scene, but reality was far from it.

“Damn. It’s disgustingly huge.”

The dog before them was bigger than a tiger, with a snake-like tail that seemed to move with a mind of its own. Most notably, it had two heads.

“That… That monster…! Why is it here?”

Ron showed a troubled reaction, but Khan knew the reason without needing to hear it. It was obvious.

“Is that creature the demon from the depths that came down from the mountain?”

“…I’m sure we beheaded it and drove it away.”

“Look closely. There’s a mark on the neck of the right head where it has been reattached. Must be Darkin’s handiwork.”

Ron sighed. His hand holding the hammer trembled as if he might be suffering from PTSD.


‘I heard that over a hundred people died to the demon from the depths but never heard it was killed. Now that I think about it.’

It wasn’t hard to piece together the story.

Darkin had likely picked up the severely injured creature, after having been informed by his minions that it had fled, and healed it for his own use.

“Kroong?”

The demon, belatedly noticing Khan and Ron’s presence, turned its two heads. The black and gray heads reacted differently.

‘The gray side, which was reattached, seems a bit slower.’

“You just watch from the side.”

“Y-You can’t be serious about facing that monster alone? Even hundreds of men couldn’t kill it!”

‘Of course, that makes sense.’

Hundreds of mercenaries from different affiliations. Without proper coordination, greed got the better of them, and casualties quickly mounted.

It was a common occurrence, an error in teamwork. People think more numbers make things easier when that’s not always the case.

‘It gets harder, especially with trolls around.’

“Kkrrung!”

Initially, the creature, having appeared from the inside, wasn’t smart enough to immediately recognize Khan and Ron as enemies, and tilted its two heads in confusion.

Then, seemingly reacting to the hostility from Ron, it bared its long, person-sized fangs and started to snarl.

‘Maybe it didn’t hear the ceiling collapse. Seems slow to react. Might be a side effect of having its head cut off.’

“Kwooooo─!”

‘Damn, that scared me. What kind of dog howls like an ogre.’

Khan drew his hand axe, feigning surprise.

“This is madness. That monster, even the Great Warrior of the Black Flame couldn’t defeat it!”


“What are you talking about? We came here to take it down in the first place.”

“What…!”

Choosing the right path would likely lead them to Darkin.

Yet, they opted for the left, intending to eliminate any potential hindrances from behind.

In Act 5, at some point, Darkin always stationed a gatekeeper at the entrance to his workshop.

And he always chose the strongest among his named subordinates for the task.

Overcoming the gatekeeper was a feat, but then the demon manipulated disguises, changing the map in 18 different patterns.

Navigating through the maze, destroying the demon’s medium, and pushing back the endless waves of minions to reach Darkin was the player’s mission.

‘Even if turning the underground workshop into a maze like before isn’t possible, the basic algorithm is likely the same. Placing a powerful gatekeeper at the entrance.’

Based on this prediction, Khan concluded to take the left route.

To eliminate the strongest named on behalf of Arius and his group, who would follow later.

But Ron’s worries were unfounded.

‘The Great Warrior of the Black Flame, huh.’

Because.

“Kwoooooook─!!”

“Aside from being a mere vassal of a duke, I am stronger.”

As the beast’s roar filled the underground, the monster that had massacred over a hundred mercenaries in Nördic clashed with the warrior from the frozen tundra.

*The boy sat upon his throne of bones, gazing down at the battlefield.

The barbarian, who had broken through the ceiling of the morgue to enter, had made a poor decision by choosing the opposite path, and the paladin who arrived as reinforcements found her feet bound by the army of corpses.

‘Things are going smoothly.’


The path chosen by the barbarian was linked to the entrance of the workshop, where a monster he had put great effort into brainwashing was stationed as the gatekeeper.

The barbarian’s transcendent strength was certainly an unpredictable factor, but the deep-seated beast he had brainwashed was also a monster, enhanced by various modifications. The odds were not in its favor.

‘Even if, by some chance, it dies at the hands of the barbarian… then it would be too drained to continue the fight. What’s more, having chosen the opposite path, it would be impossible to join forces with the paladin woman in time.’

Typical of an ignorant barbarian. All brawn and no brains… The boy redirected his focus from the barbarian, who had entered combat with the beast from the depths, towards the ‘eye’ where the paladin was.

There were variables to consider there too.

‘I didn’t expect Norman’s failure to come back like this.’

Kidnapping the paladin who had been tracking him for a long time using ‘the Pit of Aecharis’ had, in fact, been his plan all along, since the moment he confirmed the death of the disciples who had raided the paladin’s manor.

‘I thought that Norman and Nero, having accepted my modifications, could easily do it.’

Was the problem that the barbarian’s strength far exceeded his expectations? Or perhaps, the mistake was made the moment Eliya chose the barbarian as a target.

‘What’s more, the trash from the Mage Tower stepping in was the most unexpected.’

The paladin woman was accompanying two mages, presumed to be from the Gray Tower by the spells they used – a mage and his apprentice, no less.

‘It seems like the master of the mage whose body was taken by Eliya…’.

A master’s revenge for his disciple… He dismissed that possibility. A mage, especially a magus, wouldn’t waste his energy on such trivial matters. Not unless he was insane…

The party comprising the paladin, the mage, and his apprentice was dominating against his chimeras and the undead mercenaries.

‘Well, that figures.’

It was a formidable force.

The boy was neither greatly panicked nor anxious. He was merely a bit surprised by the unexpected variables.

It was a calmness only the truly powerful possessed.

It wasn’t as if the Grandmaster of the paladins or the Master of the Mage Tower had come themselves.

So why should I fear? What’s the big deal with variables? Whether it’s the barbarian or the mage, at least within this underground workshop, I am invincible.

A carefree smile spread across the boy’s smooth lips.

Those fools might think that the exposure of the workshop’s location means that defeating me is only a matter of time…

‘They’re the ones who’ve fallen into a trap.’

“Is everything ready?”

“Almost done.”

The boy got up from his bone throne as he finished synching with the ‘eye.’

“Is the offering for the egg sufficient?”

“It’s a bit short of the plan. We couldn’t extract the holy power from the priests Norman was supposed to commandeer…”

“That’s fine. If it’s lacking, we can fill it with something else. Once the fusion is successful, that will be the easy part.”

“It’s bound to succeed. It’s your magic, after all.”

The flattering words from his disciple felt particularly pleasant today.

Perhaps it was because the end of his grand scheme was in sight. Or perhaps it was the absurdity of his disciple wagging his tail, not knowing his own fate.

‘Fool.’

Thunk. Thunk.

He moved to the back of the bone throne.

Feeling the high-quality blood envelop his bare feet was a pleasant sensation as he lifted his head.

There lay the egg.

“Then… let’s begin the ritual.”

Gazing at the cradle that would elevate him to an even higher realm, the boy…

Darkin Perayas, the master of necromancy and an expert in human modification, declared.

“Beware of mercenaries: they are a devious and faithless lot. As if a dead mercenary is something to fear. Look.”

A ripple of unseen force unleashed by Jerome obliterated a dozen undead in an instant. With a low incantation, a chimera lunging at Jerome’s exposed flank had its head and torso twisted off in opposite directions.

“You are perfectly capable of this too. If only you could rid yourself of your needless fear.”

“How is that supposed to be easy!”

“I have told you time and again, a mage is a being of cold reason and logic.”

“Mages are human too! Human!”

Fool. Jerome clicked his tongue in disapproval and turned his attention to where Aries was fighting at the forefront.

With a single gesture from a girl who seemed barely in her twenties, the front line dramatically advanced—an electrifying sight to behold.

“Indeed. It appears the rumors were half true.”

Though he didn’t say it out loud, Jerome had long since learned of the girl paladin’s name. A genius beloved by the Commander of the Paladin Order. Wasn’t it said that even the deities of the Pantheon showed deep interest in her?

At the very least, that part seemed true. Her physical robustness and divine power were exceptional even among paladins he had seen, not to mention her display of a dark magic tracking skill presumed to be a divine gift.

“I can’t fathom why such a talent would be in the Argon Kingdom instead of the Empire. Well, the proposal sent to me through the temple was extraordinary to begin with….”

Jerome snapped out of his contemplation at the sound of the last chimera being split in two.

Worry after the work is done is not too late. The end seemed near for the flesh-shields sent by Darkin, that despicable dark mage.

“Good work. Your divine power is commendable.”

“…Healing?”

“No need. I’ve used some mana, but it’s not worth wasting divine energy on.”

“I, I need some…. Do you have any divine magic that aids in mental and spiritual stability?”

Unfortunately, Jan’s pleas went unheard, and the group pressed forward through the long hallway after having routed the enemy forces.

“Darkin’s resistance seemed minimal. It almost feels like he’s stalling for time. Any guesses?”

“…Not exactly. Just something about using sacrifices he’s gathered over time for some purpose.”

“Well, that’s to be expected. What else can you expect from riff-raff who couldn’t even learn proper magic? At best, they can perform vile necromancy with blood and flesh.”

[Who’s calling whom riff-raff? Garbage of the Mage Tower.]

Jerome halted momentarily. Aries’s face turned stone-cold, and Jan’s already timid face filled with fear.

Then…

[Come forth. Lackeys of prestige and trash of the Mage Tower. I have finished all preparations and am ready to welcome you.]

The voice resounding directly in their heads left no need to question its origin. The one worthy of receiving guests in this underground forge.

“Darkin. Perayas.”

[Yes, paladin girl. I have been watching you for a long time. For years, you have tenaciously tracked my trail. Oblivious to the futility.]

Gritting her teeth so fiercely it seemed they might break, Aries strode forward with determination.

“Wait, Paladin! Please, wait!”

Ignoring Jan’s pleas, she pressed on. Nothing stood in Aries’s path; Darkin truly intended to confront the intruders personally.

What could this mean?

“Tch. Quite displeasing.”

Even Jerome, casting a disdainful look at his naive apprentice, followed Aries, thinking it wise to at least save his strength for an escape.

“Master! Are you really going?! Masteeer!”

Jan, left behind, reluctantly followed them as well.

[Yes, come. That’s right…]

Passing through several rooms and corridors, Darkin’s laughter grew clearer and more distinct. They were getting closer.

Swallowing hard with tension, Jan could now sense a mighty presence at the end of the hallway with his own senses.

The moment of encounter with this chilling voice’s owner was inevitably near.

[Well done for coming, foolish intruders….]

And then, at the end of what felt like an eternity, they entered a vast cavern.

[You are granted the honor of witnessing my evolution first.]

There he was.

[Consider it an honor.]

“Consider it an honor.”

With huge bony wings and a tail, and his skin densely covered in golden scales, lips red as blood, and eyes gleaming gold like his scales—there stood Darkin Perayas, in a form of a Dragonkin, a sight none of the cycles before had ever witnessed.
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Chapter 025: Darkin Subjugation (5)

[Behold. This perfect body.]

A voice, soaked in ecstasy, penetrated Aries’ ears.

An appalling stench emanated from Darkin, who admired his body as if it were a great masterpiece of art.

It was… a mass of filth, no different from a conglomerate of thousands, tens of thousands of malice.

‘A dragon?’

Darkin’s appearance was that of a mix between a young boy and a dragon, indicating that this was no ordinary magic at hand.

The children of the True Dragons from the mythological era, the transcendent species known as dragons.

Unlike the completely extinct giants, there had been talk that the lineage of these eternal beings had partially continued even to this era.

Such an entity’s form had been borrowed by a necromancer proficient in necromancy and human modification….

“Could it be? Has he grafted part of a dragon into his own body?”

Jerome muttered in disbelief.

[Correct. You scum of the Tower. I have succeeded in grafting part of a dragon into my body! A feat even your vaunted Gold Tower hasn’t accomplished—I, Darkin!]

A tail made of bone, responding to Darkin’s wrath, thumped the ground with a forceful strike.

Thud───.

A heavy vibration spread from beneath the feet of the group. 

The power was unmistakably formidable. A blow that could shatter a fragile mage’s body in one hit, though perhaps a paladin might withstand it.

[I originally planned to complete the ritual using that woman and the priests of Nordic…! But things have gotten a bit twisted. Some stupid barbarian got dragged here in their stead, causing a ruckus. He’ll be dead soon enough. Unluckily, to compensate for the insufficient sacrifices, all my beloved apprentices… have perished…….]

“This, this person must be mad!”

Jan stepped back in horror, grasping the meaning behind Darkin’s words. The necromancer had replaced the lacking sacrifices with his own apprentices!


“All necromancers are indeed insane! How could anyone…!”

“Be quiet, Jan.”

“Ma, Master.”

Jerome stepped forward, having silenced his disciple.

“Interesting. You appear to have grafted a dragon’s body onto yourself…. but you still retain your humanity. That’s usually impossible. The difference in essence would normally lead to rejection, causing necrosis, or one would lose their mind, unable to withstand the dragon’s aura.”

[It’s possible for me. Darkin Perayas can do it!]

“It seems so. It was good that I came in person.”

Jerome recalled a recent event, gathering mana.

He had crossed the empire’s borders with the magus from the Tower, having heard of an auction of an ogre corpse in the eastern part of the Argon Kingdom, and his disciple Jan had followed, wishing to learn about his missing junior within Argon’s territories. During this time, an unusual message arrived at the Tower’s branch in the Argon Kingdom.

A letter, along with Eliya’s insignia, from a monastery in the western part of the kingdom claimed, ‘Darkin Perayas is a master of necromancy and human modification, possessing several magics not even found in the Gold Tower.’

The collection of ‘knowledge on handling the human body’ was an extremely confidential piece of information shared among the master and magus of the Tower, and the imperial royal family.

‘Initially, I was puzzled how a remote monastery knew about the Tower’s internal affairs to send such a letter….’

Given that a precious paladin of the Church, capable of verifying the information, had vouched for its credibility, skepticism was not an option.

Hence, Jerome took action.

For a Paladin of the Pantheon, the largest religious force on the continent, having a bit of unknown information wasn’t unusual, besides being a fairly reliable figure.

“My mind has changed about necromancers.”

And now.

Having personally witnessed Darkin Perayas’ magic, which was an unknown category in the Tower’s knowledge pool. The technology of grafting parts of a transcendent being’s body onto a human? Such knowledge did not exist in the Tower.

“It seems we must abandon the idea of moderation. Jan.”

“Yes, yes! Master.”


The five Towers of the spectrum each specialized in different realms.

Red for heat-based spells, Blue for its opposite. Green mages were called Druids, and Gold, Alchemists.

Seen from one angle, the Gray Tower’s realm was simple but broadly encompassing.

“Just lend me moderate support.”

“Yes sir!”

The concept of ‘manipulation’ itself. That was the realm of the Gray Tower.

Mana coalesced in Jerome’s hands, swiftly taking the form of a spear.

A translucent spear, enshrouded in gray currents, soon revealed itself – a lower-tier spell of the Gray Tower, ‘Spear of Destruction.’

Yet the number was notably significant.

One, two, three, four…… rapidly, more than twenty ‘Spears of Destruction’ floated in the air behind Jerome.

“Words are unnecessary. I need your research, and the paladin there desires your head.”

A single spear could exhibit more than double the power of a typical thrown spear, and there were twenty, conjured in the blink of an eye by Jerome – reflecting his prowess as a mage.

Proving why he was a mage with just one move, Jerome spread the spears wide and waved his hand.

“Let’s see if you truly possess the power of a dragon.”

Immediately after.

Twaaang──!!

The ‘Spears of Destruction,’ launched like arrows, enshrouded Darkin’s form.

*The first to react was none other than Aries, not anyone else. As Jerome’s spell rushed in, she kicked off the ground with the tip of her foot.

Even a single one of those spells, powerful enough to crush an iron shield, there were more than twenty. It was almost a disaster for any ordinary dark mage to cope with.

However, Aries was confident.


‘It won’t work.’

The appearance that reminded her of a dragon was not for nothing. When the level of the enemy is uncertain, striking all at once is the right answer.

Boom!

With a loud noise, the bare body of Darkin clashed with the ash-gray spear. The outcome was exactly as Aries had predicted.

“How futile.”

Having blocked all the spells with his bone wings, the damage to Darkin was merely being pushed back a few steps.

Flare!

Aries’ sword, imbued with ‘Holy Fire,’ scattered brilliant light.

Taking advantage of the obscured vision from blocking Jerome’s spells with his bone wings, the pure white sword slashed down from above.

Clash!

But Darkin, without even using his eyes, swung his tail to deflect the sword, as if he had eyes suspended in the air.

Aries’ body floated in the air.

It was a position impossible to dodge, and Darkin’s tail moved again, shooting through the air as if to pierce her small body.

“Hyaap!”

It was Jan’s spell, manifested along with a disheartening shout, that saved her. An intangible wave collided with Darkin’s tail, twisting its trajectory.

“O Divine Justice!”

Seizing a brief moment, Aries unleashed the ‘Cry of Radiance.’

The holy power, usually confined within the vessel of her body, now overflowed, spreading in all directions. Her holy armor and the Holy Fire shone even brighter.

No sooner had her feet touched the ground than Aries engaged in hand-to-hand combat. From below to above. From above to below. The pure white slashes carved multiple trajectories simultaneously.

For a dark mage to attempt close combat with a paladin was tantamount to suicide. Yet Darkin did not retreat but met the slashes with his fists and tail.

Bang-! Bang-! Bang-!

It was an unbelievable clash between a paladin and a dark mage. Darkin read and parried each sword strike, which was too fast for an ordinary person to even recognize.

Aries’ expression hardened slightly.

The scales covering Darkin’s skin were as hard as a dragon’s, suggesting. Moreover, his strength and speed were on par with Aries.

‘No. He’s stronger.’

It was only because he didn’t know how to use his body properly that they were evenly matched.

Aries instinctively felt that if she couldn’t defeat Darkin here, he could truly become a monster.

“It doesn’t even itch, paladin wench!”

Darkin launched a surprise attack, stabbing like a spear with his tail. Aries couldn’t even think to block with her sword and had to step back.

Normally, in a fight between a spear and a sword, the distance between the combatants decides the outcome. However, such common sense did not apply to Darkin.

“Die!”

Suddenly, his tail grew, ignoring the previous distance, and lunged in a highly effective surprise attack.

Splat!

Blood splattered. Although the holy armor avoided a fatal wound, the abrasion on her shoulder smeared with dark magic hindered the use of holy power.

As Aries used ‘Light of Healing’ to remove the dark magic and wound, Jerome, as if to assert his presence, spit out a spell.

“‘Grasp of Arcesis'”

Darkin’s movement, as he tried to pursue Aries, forcibly stopped. An unidentified force began to press down on him from all directions.

“Take this…!”

Jan, Jerome’s disciple, manifested the same spell on top of the existing one.

Feeling as if the space around him was crushing him, Darkin involuntarily crouched down.

‘Opportunity.’

Aries’ eyes flashed as she twisted her waist. The Holy Fire flowing along her pure white sword concentrated at one point. The wrathful flame soon became a divine punishment.

‘Judgment Strike’

The lightning bolt flashed, whitening the huge hollow. As if a god from the pantheon was meting out punishment, the holy paladin struck down the wicked dragonkin with lightning. Thunder roared!

Boom─!!!

The thunderous roar shook the entire cave. Even the two mages who had been binding Darkin from behind flinched at the force. Such was the might of the paladin, favored by the Goddess of Justice.

Yet, despite it all,

“My head rings.”

“It’s impossible!”

Darkin did not die.

His bone wings, having taken the brunt of the lightning, were half shattered, and a deep gash marked his back, but the golden scales covering his skin were still intact.

“This strike. I remember it. Was it fifteen years ago…? The first time I was chased by a paladin, I received the same attack and was seriously injured.”

Aries’s eyelids fluttered spasmodically as she regulated her breath from pouring all her might.

“That person’s skills were as extraordinary as yours. At that time, I had no choice but to flee helplessly, but fortunately, I survived. And I dedicated five years to revenging against that person.”

Darkin’s eyes gleamed with a hint of amusement as he suddenly recounted an old story.To deal with him, they had taken three hundred humans hostage. There was no reason a paladin would be swayed by hostages, but foolishly… He played right into the ridiculous hostage drama. Just like you, girl.

Aries had been calmly regulating her breathing, but at those words, every trace of expression vanished from her face. It wasn’t that she’d become calm. She was extremely angry.

*Crack—*

“What a joke. Seeing a lapdog of honor bark like a human. Aren’t you just puppets who can do nothing but slice down the enemies of the pantheon?”

“Shut up.”

With lips tightly pursed, completely unfitting the foul language she spat out, Aries extended her holy fire into a whip-like length and swung it fiercely. Darkin, with a loud scoff, easily brushed aside the whip of holy fire.

Advancing while receiving the sharp sword strikes with his bare body was Darkin, and Aries, even with injuries, would immediately summon a ‘Healing Light’ and return to peak condition. 

It was like watching a fight between a paladin with a body as strong as steel and an undead continuously regenerating.

‘Something’s off.’

Jerome, overseeing the battle from behind, did not forget to meticulously analyze the combat with the cold logic unique to mages while supporting Aries with a well-timed spell at an appropriate moment.

Then suddenly, he felt a sense of incongruity.

Darkin, rampaging as if he possessed the body of a dragon, was fundamentally a dark mage. He was supposed to be specialized in necromancy, but it was certain he would be proficient in various other dark spells as well. Certainly capable of directly using spells in combat.

The sense of incongruity stemmed from there.

‘He hasn’t used a single dark spell since the battle started.’

Why would that be? There was no reason for him to not utilize his strongest cards, right?

“Master…!”

Jan screamed. From the passage they had come through, the presence of numerous entities was rushing in like a tide.

Jerome immediately recognized the source of his unease. Darkin had intentionally refrained from using dark magic. Subtly hinting at using his own disciples and the demon worshippers as sacrifices in conversation, insistently engaging in close combat as if to flaunt his physical prowess, and taunting the paladin to deeply draw them in – all of these processes.

‘It’s a trap…!’

It was nothing but Darkin’s strategy to make them forget that his real strength was ‘an endlessly reviving undead army.’

“Jan! Get away from the passage!”

“Master……!”

Aries, noticing the anomaly too late, tried to push Darkin away, but the more she did, the more persistently Darkin entangled her feet.

[Where do you think you’re going!]

Defending recklessly and beginning to use dark magic in earnest, Darkin’s fierce attacks were not easily shaken off even by Aries, and it was clear that Jerome and Jan would be inevitably surrounded by the undead appearing from behind.

‘It’s a difficult situation.’

Jerome felt that way.

Could that young paladin possibly take on Darkin alone without magical support? Especially now that Darkin began to utilize dark magic in earnest?

Jerome sensed the moment of choice had arrived.

Whether to engage in the uncertain battle. Or to bet on the almost certain chance of escape. What to put on the scales were the lives of Jerome and Jan, and the goal of the mage’s tower.

‘There’s nothing to ponder.’

Deciding, Jerome drew up mana. The numerous undead would soon burst through the passage. Aligning the timing to unleash the maximum levels of spells!

Boom──!

Chimeras, forced through the narrow passage like water breaching a dam, poured out. Jerome’s concentration broke at Jan’s voice, just as he was about to complete the spell.

“What the….?”

The chimeras were already in pieces, mutilated beyond recognition.

“Fucking hell. There’s so many! Taste my warhammer, you monsters!”

Jerome doubted his ears at the crude swearing from an unfamiliar voice beyond the passage.

*Squelch-* *Squelch-*

And then, the monster appeared.

Covered in dark red bodily fluids, making it hard to discern its original form, but it was clear it was as huge as an orc. Moreover, the ax it held was crusted with what seemed to be bits of the chimeras.

[You are…! How did you…?!]

For the first time, Darkin displayed an emotion akin to shock, temporarily forgetting to fight the paladin in front of him, his attention stolen.

Amused by that reaction, the monster covered in dark fluids smirked.

“I told you. I’d twist your neck for you.”

[How did you get here…! You were supposed to be dealing with the beast of the deep!]

That’s old news. Khan, about to wipe the fluid off his face with the back of his hand, smeared it even more, realizing it just made him dirtier and scowled.

“That monster had its head busted open long ago. Dickhead.”

Next is your turn. As Khan was about to say that, his expression suddenly changed as if he saw something strange. That guy. Why does he look like that? Never seen such a form before?

‘No, wait, golden scales? That’s…’

Khan’s expression stiffened slightly. The Western Great Mountains, True Dragon, golden scales. Lines from the myths that led him from the East to this place circled in his head.

“…Darkin, you.”

What did you find in the Western Great Mountains? His voice, intending to ask, was drowned out by a loud shout coming from behind.

With a desperate guide declaring.

“Here comes the warhammer of Ron─as─back─up─!”
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“What, what’s with the atmosphere?”

“Why do you think? It’s because you showed up out of nowhere without reading the mood.”

“What…!”

Ron, who had burst in at a crucial moment, protested his innocence, but Khan simply ignored him. After all, there was something far more eye-catching than Ron’s intrusion.

‘That guy. Did he always have that pattern?’

Khan faced Darkin, who was looking at him with a perplexed gaze, with astonishment.

The boy, possessing an androgynous beauty, had the same face as Darkin from the fifth act.

However, the golden scales, bone-made wings, and tail were completely new to him.

‘Is it an anomaly because I found him too county?’

No, that wasn’t it.

If that were the case, a similar pattern would have emerged at least once during the game. In other words, it was a special anomaly limited to this episode.

And in this world of the current episode, it was unnecessary to even think about who could cause such an anomaly.

‘The question is, where did this anomaly start from…’

“Let’s just beat him up and find out.”

“You! What kind of trickery have you used! To defeat the inner demons, and to breach through all those undead and chimeras?”

Instead of answering, Khan simply stretched his neck from side to side, warming up.

He had been conservative with his skills, so he still had plenty of stamina left, and the condition of his party seemed fairly reasonable.

There was an unfamiliar face, presumably a spell caster summoned by Bethel from the Mage Tower. He hadn’t expected two of them, though.

“It seems you were the group that cleared the way first. I am Jerome, a magus of the Gray Tower. And this one is my disciple, Jan.”


“I am Gordi Khan.”

“Khan? Khan… where have I heard that name before…”

“Now is not the time for introductions.”

“Ah… Yes, that’s true.”

The graying middle-aged mage, Jerome, had his unnecessary chatter cut off by Khan, who had just finished checking his physical condition.

“Ron. You cover the mage from behind.”

“Anyone comes close, they’ll get a taste of my hammer!”

After Khan had snapped a two-headed puppy’s neck with his bare hands, he left the oddly energized Ron behind and strode towards Darkin, who was confronting Aries near the bone throne.

“Come out─!”

Reacting belatedly to the situation, Darkin, infuriated by Ron’s outlandish babbling, summoned his black magic power, and the named ones started to move.

First was ‘Dark Knight Erendal.’

With undead regeneration, tremendous strength, and the masterful swordsmanship from his previous life, Erendal was a formidable opponent even for Khan.

“───!!”

Erendal’s silent roar spread a black magic that, just by listening, asserted its dominance and sapped strength from its foes.

However, there was a paladin on their side.

“Lord…!”

Aries’s emotional voice rang out, but its effect was undeniable. The paladin’s ‘Cry of Radiance’ countered Erendal’s roar.

Not stopping there, Aries charged forward, not at Darkin but at Erendal.

Clash! Boom!

The black sword and the white sword crossed paths. Like a mirror image, the two knights’ swords traced similar arcs in their duel.


This naturally split the battlefield.

Darkin, the Maggot Ghoul, and Legion Commander Youheim. Khan’s choice was clear. He aimed for the necromancer first.

[Leap (C) – 98.5%]

Khan executed a near-horizontal leap to close the distance instantly. Maggot Ghoul and Legion Commander Youheim’s attempted blockade was clear as day.

“The big monsters are mine.”

Jerome stepped in with support, clearing the path to Darkin with ‘Arceus’s Grip.’

[Such futile efforts!]

Darkin wasn’t just standing idly by. The dragon-human form surged with black magic power, magnifying his minions’ stats with the ‘Aura of Death.’ The spell targeted the heaviest of his named ones, the Maggot Ghoul.

“Grraaaagh!”

Breaking free from the spell’s bind, the ghoul blocked Khan’s path. Its body, seemingly made of wriggling maggots, attempted a powerful smash.

‘I don’t want to hit that.’

The prospect of touching the disgusting creature wrinkled Khan’s face. Instinctively halting his counterattack, he turned his steps towards Youheim.

Thump! Clash!

[Leap (C) – 98.6%]

Among Khan’s favorite techniques, leap-based lateral movement was difficult to control but undeniable in its speed and power.

The sound of rolling steps and the echo of striking the cave walls erupted simultaneously.

Before any black magic could come into play, Youheim’s tremendous form was sent rolling across the ground.

[What…!]

Atop the fallen Youheim, Khan raised his foot again.

Darkin, aware of the incoming charge, muttered an indecipherable spell.


A mysterious black mist enveloped Darkin, and he vanished from his spot using ‘Shadow Stealth,’ a technique previously seen from a dark mage who had attacked the monastery.

Khan’s eyes gleamed.

If approached quickly by an agility-focused character, Darkin would always resort to Shadow Stealth.

“I knew it!”

Khan had anticipated it all along.

Standing above the staggering Youheim, Khan readied his handaxe.

[Throw (B) – 90.1%]

The aftereffects of consecutive skills made his heart race. Despite this, Khan gathered strength.

Whoosh!

The backlash of the leap left fissures on Youheim’s sturdy bones, and a sharp pain pierced Khan’s right shoulder. At the same time, the handaxe sliced through the air.

─────!!!With a terrifying gust of throwing axe, the target of the thrown throwing axe was not Darkin, concealed in shadows, but rather the maggot ghoul standing some distance away. Its massive size, corresponding strength, and even the corpse poison contained within the worms composing its body made it a foe whose damage would double if left unchecked. 

So,

‘I’ll take you down first.’ 

CRASH! 

The power of the throwing axe, enhanced by a B-rank strength multiplier, was something mere bugs couldn’t withstand. The maggots, replacing the ghoul’s flesh, were literally torn to shreds. The creature’s large body was merely an obstacle at this moment, completely obliterated before it could even escape the whirlwind’s reach. 

“One down.” 

[You…!!] 

Enraged, Darkin revealed itself above Khan. It had used its survival skill, Shadow Dive, as a charging attack instead. With the throwing axe, assumed to be a magical weapon, now far flung, and a gap in defense opening right after the attack, Darkin made a bold decision. Eliminate the most dangerous variable first!

[Die!] 

Darkin’s bone tail whipped around, whooshing through the air and rushing forward. Even Aries, protected by Holy Armor, was easily injured by this strike. Surely, a barbarian without even leather armor, let alone plate armor, would be split in two instantly. 

Just then, an annoying voice pierced Darkin’s ears. The mercenary, briefly forgotten among the ranks of paladins, magus of the Tower, and barbarian of Frost Gorge. 

“Catch the hammer!” 

It was Ron. 

Thump-! 

A heavy iron hammer, thrown out of nowhere, hit Darkin mid-air. 

Of course, for Darkin, who had withstood Aries’s ‘Strikes of Judgement’ with his bare body, the surprise attack had little effect. It merely pushed him slightly in the air. But that was enough. 

Crack! 

Darkin’s tail, charging with the momentum to finish Khan, only scraped the barren ground. 

Damn it…! Darkin immediately tried to retreat into the shadows with Shadow Dive, contorting his face.

“Get— down—!” 

But it was not to be. 

An unseen force inherent to the Gray Tower momentarily held Darkin’s body captive. He dispelled the bindings with his dark magic, but even that brief moment proved deadly against the foes before him. 

[Rise!] 

Skeleton warriors, reduced to mere stepping stones for Khan, stirred under the ‘Aura of Death’. Khan involuntarily leaped back as he saw them rise. 

[Rise!] 

And again. 

‘The Aura of Death’ reached towards the back of the Bone Throne, where the pool containing the egg that had rebirthed Darkin stretched forth. 

“Argh…”

“Kiiek!” 

The disciples of Darkin, used as sacrifices, revived. However, they seemed hardly a force to reckon with, having been drained of all flesh and blood. 

[Arise─!] 

They all had been closely tied to Darkin through direct or indirect contracts. Not a single drop of blood or flesh wasn’t owned by Darkin, even their souls. 

Bound by the contract, their scattered souls gathered as one. The dead become my power. You should have known that. 

Darkin’s red lips curved into an arc, mixing together numerous souls into one. 

[Wooowooowooowoo…!] 

The sorrowful wailing of spirits, mixed with agony, betrayal, and resentment from being absorbed alive, transformed into a potent curse. 

“Cough!” 

“What is this…!” 

Jan collapsed, coughing up blood from the mana backflow caused by the curse, while Ron kneeled, bleeding from his eyes, ears, and nose. 

Jerome, who had isolated all sounds around him with a spell, prepared another, as Aries, who had held on through her divine power, was caught off guard and struck by the dark knight Erendal. 

And then there was Khan…

“Shut—up—!” 

[War Cry (C) – 51.4%] 

He bellowed louder than the crying spirits, completely burying their wailing. 

‘What on earth is that monster!’ 

Darkin couldn’t help but be flabbergasted. 

How did he simply dismiss the curse of spirits? Could he possess an artifact specializing in curse defense? All sorts of thoughts briefly crossed his mind. 

Needless to say, they were all wrong. The curse that could have brought down even the mightiest knight was unthinkable to have been resisted bodily. 

[What are you…!] 

Startled for what seemed the umpteenth time today, Darkin couldn’t contain his shock and commanded the skeleton warriors and spirits. Block that barbarian! 

Physical attacks were futile against spirits. They were the perfect adversaries for a barbarian devoid of even a wisp of mana, especially when bolstered by the Aura of Death. 

‘The mercenary and the magus’s disciple are too weakened to fight. The paladin girl…’ 

Entangled by Erendal, who had the body of a paladin from his lifetime and vast dark magic ensuing from his corruption, along with excellent swordsmanship, they would not be able to join the fight.

Then.

‘Let’s take down the magus first!’

In any battlefield, a mage is a significant variable. Because one spell could turn the tide. Especially if it’s a magus.

The decision was made in an instant.

Darkin stomped the ground fiercely, just like Khan had done.

With the incredible strength of his body, he closed the distance in an instant. From Darkin’s hand, black magic—derived from the power of a demon with a body made of tens of thousands of snakes—erupted. ‘Nebeda’s Hell Serpents’ attacked 

Jerome as he was preparing his spell.

And at the same time.

Jerome’s spell was completed.

A high-level magic from the Gray Tower Arcane.

‘Collapse.’

With a cacophony of crumbling sounds, a gray sphere formed in the air, squashing everything within its range. Unable to withstand the force exerted from above, the ground cracked and crumbled.

And the sphere began to rotate.

Like gathering the force it had emitted, the power originating from the sphere created a maelstrom, crushing everything.

“Cough…!”

Jerome coughed up blood. Not due to the strain of casting a spell too powerful.

But because the ‘Nebeda’s Hell Serpents’, which had penetrated his defenses, were wreaking havoc inside him.

Even then, Jerome formed signets. Desperately, he struck his own body with invisible waves. Thud─ Darkin’s fist struck down in that exact spot.

Here arose a question.

Could it be that the magus had failed to adjust his spell? Why did his spell miss him? And Darkin’s head turned back involuntarily.

[…!]

And then, he realized. From the beginning, the spell was not aimed at him!

“Cough… A mage must possess a cold, rational intellect… You riffraff of dark mages.”

Jerome mocked Darkin’s folly. He never intended to finish Darkin with his spell in the first place.

Even the formidable strike demonstrated by Aries failed to make an impact, he had long determined that a spell cast without ample preparation stood no chance.

Neither a paladin nor a magus could inflict a fatal wound on Darkin.

Then, there was only one person left.

“Heave! Heave!”

Youheim, with his sturdy physique, and the wraith that ignored physical impacts entirely, had long been annihilated by Jerome’s spell.

And the barbarian warrior who was fiercely exchanging blows with two undead. Khan held the throwing axe, retrieved by the “Silent Thread of Arachne.”

Panting heavily, steamy breaths emanated from his heated immense body as if his heart, burning from the relentless battles, was about to burst.

He ran.

Boom!

A shriek───!

[Leap (C) – 99.1%]

Skill proficiency surged from battling a formidable opponent. Leap was nearing a B grade. A dull pain was felt in his ankle.

He gritted his teeth.

‘Why does he go to such lengths!’

Darkin had lived through eons. He had believed he knew how to erase fear through countless experiences. But he couldn’t in this situation.

This was a monster. A being born solely for combat, beyond human.

“Shadow Concealment!”

He dare not confront it directly. Fear dictated his choices. Darkness began to wrap around Darkin’s body.

“Iron Hammer…!”

Startled.

The annoying voice he had almost forgotten made Darkin’s head turn. Instinctively, his body reacted, half-expecting another iron hammer flying towards him.

But it didn’t happen. Ron’s iron hammer had been thrown far away long ago.

[This bastard─!!]

The brief anger at being fooled. Darkin quickly regained his composure and focused on extracting himself. Just a bit more…!

“O Divine Justice─!”

It was an explosion of holy power. Light burst forth around Aries. The holy power far exceeded her capacity, overflowing beyond her vessel.

‘Avatar.’

A power exclusively granted to paladins blessed by the gods.

The abundant holy power didn’t take a specific form. It simply spread, filling the cavern.

The opposing dark magic lost its force and dissipated. The darkness shrouding Darkin scattered. The barbarian’s eyes caught sight of the enemy anew.

The light, having served its purpose, faded. Despite receiving a massive blow of divine power at close range, Erendal’s sword, which had refused to fall, skimmed past the unprotected abdomen of Aries.

Khan didn’t stop.

The unexpected appearance of Darkin. The myth of the Western Great Mountains. Golden scales. The main story. All thoughts were wiped clean.

[Throw (B) – 90.9%]

Darkin’s attempt to flee again with Shadow Concealment was thwarted by the throwing axe Khan launched.

The continuous interference replaced the fear filling Darkin’s mind with another emotion.

It was rage.

[This is my territory─!]

Only one barbarian remained. Killing him would solve everything! He was disarmed and at the limits of his endurance! But my body is still intact!

It was a delayed realization.

The draconian clenched his fist.

He ran towards the barbarian, who had almost reached him, fists wrapped in dragon scales.

Bang!

As if driving a stake into the ground. Darkin’s body, launched like a cannonball, moved purely driven by strength in a highly inefficient manner.

Because he trusted in the dragon scales. Even if hit, he could endure. By forcing a one-sided consumption of strength, he would eventually emerge as the victor.

Naturally, Khan was all too aware that he didn’t have many opportunities left.

The toll of enduring the wraith’s curse meant blood continuously flowed from every opening in his face, and even moving forward was difficult due to pain.

He should be thankful that the enemy had closed the distance themselves.

‘In one blow.’

He cleared his mind. The enemy, trusting in their own defense, charged mindlessly. It was a mistake to be corrected.

His power surged.

It wasn’t like the heroes in stories where new strength miraculously appeared in a moment of crisis, but rather gathering every bit of remaining vigor through the effect of a skill.

The recoil caused his vision to blur momentarily. His ears felt blocked, and even the pain dulled.

Then, in a flash- his consciousness returned. A translucent system window obscured his vision, but he couldn’t focus on its contents. Only Darkin, rapidly closing in, filled his sight.

Boom────.

A heavy impact shattered the ground. The lower body, thought to be collapsing from excessive force, somehow remained standing.

Instead of his right arm, which was creaking from overuse of throwing, he pulled his left arm back. At that moment, as the distance closed enough to reach with an extended arm.

He thrust his fist.

Whoom──!

A tearing sound was heard.

Sensing something was amiss, Darkin crossed his arms for protection. Yet, the scene unfolded in an eerily slow motion.

Crack─.

The fist hit the crossed arms.

Scales ripped apart, his arms burst into a spray of blood. Thus, the fist that plunged like a spear battered Darkin’s chest.

Crash……

And that was.

The breaking sound!

The premature end of Darkin Perayas, a calamity of the future.

Boom─────!!!

[Surging Strength (A) – 11%]

─Delivers a strike with all one’s might.

*

*

*

[Act 1, The Beginning of the Journey] – Clear!

─Clear Rewards :: Fragment of ???’s Scales, The Blood Vessel, Research Journal of Darkin Perayas, Knight’s Revivial (B).

─Due to the effect of Ancient Bloodline, Knight’s Revival (B) grade increases. Indomitable Will (A) acquired.

[Indomitable Will (A) – 1%]

─When falling into a state unable to fight, overcome it with indomitable will. Ignore stamina consumption and continue the fight for a certain period.
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[Act 2, Where the Dragon’s Trace Lies Buried]

─Failure will result in the destruction of the Argon Kingdom. Acceleration of the erosion of the Great Magic. Increased difficulty of subsequent scenarios.

*

*

*

“Ah, there you were. I’ve been looking for you. Paladin Aries.”

“……?”

Aries, who had been handling tasks in place of the weakened abbot, due to the deputy priest, lifted her gaze from the papers.

“mage Jerome. What brings you here?”

The gentleman with streaks of white in his hair, Jerome, placed a chair in front of Aries’ desk with a faint smile and sat down.

“Just stopped by before leaving.”

“Did you finish your research?”

“For as much as was necessary. Proper research will resume after returning to the Empire’s Mage Tower. Well… to be more precise, it’s not me who’ll be doing the research. As you know, it’s not me who needs it, but the Mage Tower.”

“…….”

Aries neither affirmed nor denied.

Jerome still seemed to be under the illusion that Aries was privy to the secrets of the Mage Tower, but Aries had only lent her name to Khan.

Really, she knew little to nothing about the affairs of the Mage Tower.

‘Leave the mages to babble amongst themselves, and they’ll weave their delusions. If it’s awkward to respond, just listen quietly. Cheeky little ladys.’

Recalling Khan’s advice in her head, Aries simply nodded quietly.


“In return, they will pay a hefty price. The Mage Tower is clear in their calculations in such matters. You won’t have to worry about research funds for a while. Thanks to you and your colleague… Khan.”

Aries quietly nodded again.

“Though I’ve agreed to give that barbarian warrior more than enough.”

Jerome’s tone and expression conveyed a hint of bitterness.

Aries understood his feelings completely.

The shock of being verbally bested by a barbarian, scorned as a lesser race, must have been substantial.

“Khan has always been strange.”

“…He’s not your ordinary kind of strange. Actually, his skills are more so than his words. I’ve never seen a stronger warrior in my life, purely in terms of physical prowess.”

Jerome could still vividly recall – not that he wanted to.

‘A single strike.’

Yes, it was a single strike.

Jerome’s own spells along with the holy trials unleashed by the Paladin, taken head-on without significant injury by Darkin Perayas, was obliterated with a single punch by the barbarian, leaving not even a corpse behind.

It was as if the human body transcended the feats of mana.

Initially, he thought he was hallucinating due to the corruption of the “Hell Snake of Nebeda’s” black magic. But that wasn’t the case.

“Who could have predicted that mere punching could grind a dragon’s scales to dust, and just the aftermath could collapse a cavern?”

Recalling that memory, Jerome let out a bitter laugh. Remembering how he was nearly crushed to death under rubble.

*

*

*

Boom──!!!


The sound was so loud next to him, Ron momentarily thought a dwarf cannon had exploded. The first to react was none other than Ron himself.

His unique senses screamed at him. If they did not flee immediately, they would die!

“Excuse me for a sec! Esteemed mages!”

“What the?!”

“Argh.”

Ron, who had been lying next to Jan and Jerome, grabbed each with an arm and hastily ran forward. Not back the way they came, but towards the direction of the Bone Throne.

“Lady Paladin and Boss, quickly follow! If you don’t want to die a pointless death after winning everything!”

Crack-crack-crack! Crackity crack!

As ominous sounds echoed from all directions, Khan, who had been inspecting Darkin’s corpse now turned into a pool of blood, got up. Damn, this is bad.

Due to repeated use of the leap skill starting from Nordic, his ankles hurt as if they were about to break.

His right shoulder was almost immovable from excessive use of the throwing skill.

The most serious was his left arm’s condition.

‘Shit. Hope it’s not completely useless now.’

There was no pain from the limp left arm. It was the cost of using an A-grade skill under significant physical depletion.

Most importantly, unlike in games where there’s a visible HP gauge, it was difficult to assess the exact aftermath.

‘At least the strength stat went up by one… That’s fortunate.’

The moment Darkin died, his level rose to 25. And there was still enough experience left to fill over half of the experience bar.

That alone was satisfactory, but perhaps due to the desperate use of an A-grade skill at the last moment, he acquired a naturally B-grade skill which instantly turned into A-grade, increasing his A-grade skills to two.

Considering the nearly 100% completion of his throw, it meant a total of three A-grade skills at his disposal.

“Then, that would make me nearly equivalent to a third act character in terms of resources I have.”


Honestly, the pain didn’t bother me in the slightest. This much was more than enough to pay back for all the hardships I endured just to bring down a single Darkin. If only I could heal my arm…

“First, I need to get out of here and then think.”

As I pondered, I noticed signs of the chamber beginning to collapse. Without hesitation, Khan hurriedly stuffed a red gem and a palm-sized golden scale into his trouser pocket and followed Ron’s lead.

Then, he caught sight of Aries, standing despondently as if lost in a trance.

Despite the urgency, Khan frowned and quickly made his way to her side.

“Excuse me.”

With a slight movement of his barely functional right hand, he grabbed Aries by the nape of her neck like one would catch a cat. Aries squirmed in response, but it was a feeble resistance.

“Erendal…”

Startled by her voice echoing faintly somewhere deep, Khan flinched but did not stop running.

“Hold your breath if you don’t want to swallow water!”

“Wait a moment…!”

Soon, they had passed the Bone Throne and reached a vast pool of blood. Ron shouted a warning before leaping into it, with Khan following suit without hesitation.

Splash.

Contrary to its appearance, the pool was deeper than expected.

While it wasn’t overly deep, swimming through it was challenging enough given the condition of their bodies.

“This stings terribly.”

After descending for a bit, they could see a passageway at the bottom amid the blood-red vista. It led to Darkin’s personal laboratory, known in the game as the reward chamber.

“Fortunately, it’s the same as in the game.”

Khan was relieved, yet utterly astonished by Ron’s unfounded intuition. Without any guidance from Khan, Ron had charged straight into the blood pool, finding their way to survival.

“At this point, it’s almost certain. The grade is unclear, but…”

Even at the lowest estimate, it would be an A. There was a significant chance that it was an S-grade skill.

“Midland Quest” didn’t have a Pathfinder build per se, but there were a few skills that could produce a similar effect.

“Is it the A-grade skill, Death Avoidance? Or the S-grade Pathfinder…?”

“Pffft! Ugh! Gag!”

“Cough… It’s my first time swimming in blood.”

“Swimming was all me, what are you on about? Mage, sir! I even gave up my precious hammer!”

“Could it be…?”

As soon as they reached the reward chamber beyond the underwater passage, Ron began to spew nonsense, prompting Khan to question his earlier conviction.

“Now, I can’t even be called Hammer Ron!”

“Calm down, I’ll buy you another one!”

“That’s the problem with mages! A warrior’s weapon is like their own limb! You lack sensitivity! Severely lacking!”

“Excuse me?”

Khan couldn’t help but grimace at the absurdity. Carefully setting Aries down, he asked,

“Do you feel better now? You seemed quite off.”

“Nothing.”

It was clearly not ‘nothing,’ as if she was signaling ‘I’m having a tough time’ but would get annoyed when pressed for details.

“Hmm. It’s probably best not to ask further, she’ll just get irritated.”

It was a lesson learned from past experiences. If she says it’s nothing, then so be it.

“Can you manage your injuries on your own? I need to check this place out.”

Aries nodded, her gaze suggesting she preferred to be left alone. Khan returned the nod.

Though Khan wanted to ask for ‘Heal’s Light,’ a Paladin who has used ‘Divine Incarnation’ would have cooldowns on all skills.

It would be a while before she could even fight properly, let alone offer blessings.

“Ugh.”

Khan was used to enduring pain.

Until he had sufficiently grown stronger, except for sleeping hours, his days were filled with brawls.

“Let’s see what we have here.”

Darkin’s personal laboratory appeared barren compared to its depiction in Act 5.

All that was visible were shelves, a desk, a chair, and magical items of indeterminable purpose—a space seemingly dedicated to research. The game had portrayed it as far more extravagant.

“This hardly seems like a reward room.”

Khan first inspected the shelves.

The man was proud of his dark magic and considered himself a disciple of the “Kirutz School,” hence nearly all his research was documented.

It also provided a reason not to keep him alive for the sake of interrogation.

“Could’ve at least labeled them. Useless bastard.”

He randomly picked up a journal from the top shelf. The messy scrawl took some time to decipher.

“The regenerative abilities of trolls—where does it originate? Despite numerous studies, a clear answer doesn’t exist. However, past experiments have narrowed down the possibilities…”

“The heart and blood. The heart of a troll can pump far more blood throughout the body than a human’s…”

The blood of trolls has properties unlike those of most humanoid species. Untreated troll blood acts more like a poison, with most humans unable to withstand its effects— their hearts and blood vessels cannot handle it….

“After 97 experiments involving various humanoid species and 150 subjects, it has been proven that the issue with troll blood is not its toxicity, but its excessively potent efficacy. The results show that if the heart of a living troll is transplanted into a living human and its blood is slowly administered then…”

“Ugh. Damn it.”

I quickly closed the journal, disgusted by its contents. This damned psychopath.

“He must have documented how he obtained the golden scales somewhere in here… Looks like I’m in for a long battle with this notebook full of scribbles.”

Khan had a fundamental purpose heading to the western kingdom—the dragon scale fragments that fell in the Western Great Mountains. Darkin had undoubtedly used them to assume the form of a dragon.

The problem is, I can’t figure out what caused this iteration of Darkin to obtain them.

“It’s definitely something to do with my actions, but damn, I can’t figure it out.”

Is this the butterfly effect?

Given my nature, which detests even properly reading game texts, the prospect of spending all day with a book worsened my mood.

Then, pale-faced Jerome mumbled to himself after sneaking a peek at the journal’s contents.

“Interesting. An experiment possible only for a mage…”

“Interesting, my foot. The entire church would’ve cursed you possessed by a demon if they heard you.”

“Hmm. That would be problematic. Pretend you didn’t hear that. But it’s clear now.”

He might look like a dapper gentleman, but he’s just another crazy, no different from those mages…

“As a magus, one might wonder, but there’s no doubt that Darkin Pereyas is a considerable authority on human-related research. Just this journal alone, if taken to the Gold Tower, would fetch a hefty price.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“I am a magus. Naturally, I am very busy. The reason I accepted Dame Aries’s request, despite the risks, was because of my interest in Darkin’s research. After all, wasn’t it agreed upon to lend my powers?”

I understood Jerome’s intentions well enough.

“He wants all of this for himself but is too scared to outright say it.”

As I placed the journal back in its spot, I swallowed a meaningful smile. I had been wondering how to read and analyze all of this anyway…

Opportunity just rolled right up to me.

“The warriors of Frost Gorge do not disregard comrades who have fought and risked their lives. You made a courageous decision at the last moment. You deserve to have these.”

“I appreciate your words. Truly, it’s better for someone like you or Dame Aries to have it than a mage…”

Hold your horses, we’re not done talking.

“As you said. I have no need for Darkin’s research notes. The church might want it back, but surely the tower can handle that. As for you, little lady, we’ve already agreed, so no worries.”

“…What are you trying to say?”

“Damn, as if you weren’t sharp enough.”

Sensing something amiss, Jerome’s expression tightened, and Khan breezily continued.

“If we can agree on a fair price for the research notes and pay accordingly to me and Aries, we can settle this matter cleanly and without complaint.”

Of course, since the price isn’t fixed, we’d need to negotiate a bit…

‘I don’t often get the chance to swindle a mage. Might as well make the most of it.’

—

“Truthfully, it was quite sudden then, but that barbaric friend of ours was a bit over the top.”

“Khan is always like that.”

Aries shoved the paperwork to the side, observing Jerome’s expression, which seemed to harbor some complaints.

“Is there something on my face?”

The face of the mage plotting something cunning. Though he just seemed to be wearing a light smile, Aries couldn’t help but see it differently.

“If you really thought Khan’s demands were unjust, you wouldn’t have accepted them because, after all—”

“I’m a mage. It’s expected. Mages tend to be like that, mostly.”

“But you accepted.”

“Hmm. To me, it was a fair price. Considering what I could demand from the masters of the Gold Tower, it wasn’t a bad deal.”

Really now? Aries didn’t see it that way. Khan’s demands were admittedly burdensome.

“Marks of various spells engraved on a axe, sharing the findings from Darkin’s journal openly, information related to the Mythic Age…”

Jerome listed Khan’s demands in a murmur, like reciting a spell.

“The first isn’t too hard. Though acquiring such a weapon will cost a pretty penny, money is of no issue. The second, while sharing the tower’s research externally would be troublesome, considering my contributions, I could push for it.”

“And the last?”

“Sharing the tower’s speculation that the anomalies spreading in the northern kingdom are related to artifacts from the Mythic Age?”

The smile on Jerome’s face deepened as he spoke.

Had Khan been there, he surely would have brandished his axe, accusing the mage of weaving vile plots.

But Khan had long since left Nordic, heading toward the northern kingdom, accompanied by a competent guide and Jan, whom Jerome insisted on bringing as a communicator.

“I’m merely looking forward to it.”

“Looking forward to?”

Aries frowned, and Jerome, now wearing the gentle smile of a kindly gentleman, left a puzzling remark with a laugh in his voice.

“To everyone else, even the wisdom of the tower seem like an illusion, dismissing the Mythic Age as a non-existent era, yet here we have a great warrior, in human flesh, transcending the miracles of mana on a lone quest for the myth. Isn’t that a mystifying tale?”

And mages are, by nature, chasers of mysteries.

“Though the tower might call those who chase such tales as mystics and oddballs, perhaps I too have a streak of that oddball mystic in me.”

A spark of pure curiosity and ambition, bordering on madness, flickered in Jerome’s eyes.

“More than anything, I’m curious. The one called the dark mage of Loren, the most mystical being, I wonder what kind of person they are.”
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It’s been a week since the confrontation with Darkin.

Darkin’s underground workshop had completely collapsed. If Khan hadn’t taken care to keep the necklace engraved with “Aecharis’s Pit” from Norman, the entire party would have perished there.

They found a magic stone filled with dark power in Darkin’s personal workshop, and Jerome managed to reactivate the necklace using it to escape.

After a painstaking descent from the mountain, they were greeted by a city plunged into chaos from the events of the previous night.

The city’s largest mercenary band was annihilated overnight, and its leader died withered, transformed into something resembling a dark mage’s experiment.

On top of that, the news was out that the deputy director of the city’s monastery, essentially in charge, had fallen into corruption, attacking the priests.

‘Once they hear about Darkin on top of all that, even the nobles who care least about city governance would be in a panic.’

It was clear that dealing with the aftermath would be a huge hassle. After all, they were directly involved.

So they made a swift exit from Nordic.

“Do you know what I did back there? No! I could not betray my friend! Kill me instead! That’s what I told Nero, rejecting his offer.”

“Ooh… And then? What happened next?”

“What could I do? I was bound in chains, unable to move a muscle… That’s when Boss showed up. To save me, he broke through all those mercenaries…!”

Oh— And then? What happened next?

‘These two are a headache.’ 

Khan, looking at the incessantly chattering duo with dismay, shook his head. It was bewildering how they never tired of their babble. 

A garrulous guide who never shut up, and a mage whose mere presence made one’s nape tingle — indeed, a group composition that offered little comfort.

‘It’s as if I’m carrying a burden around.’

While Ron, who was suspected to possess high-level skills, might be useful in urgent situations, accepting the mage into their group seemed more and more like a mistake. Regret was setting in.

But there was a reason for it.


“I can’t prepare what you’ve requested right away. And it’s unlikely you’d follow me to my study. So, take my apprentice with you.”

“Really necessary?”

“Absolutely. It’ll give you peace of mind. Informing the Mage Tower’s branch will inevitably lead to leaks. You wouldn’t want that, right? Besides, he’ll prove helpful on your journey. A tender soul, yes, but significantly more capable than any common riff-raff or wanderer.”

“I’m not fond of the idea…”

To include a mage in the group was against Khan’s principles. Above all, Khan never trusted the magus, Jerome.

‘It’s obvious he’s up to something.’

In the end, they did take Jerome’s apprentice with them only to facilitate smoother transactions.

It was not a decision made out of trust in the mage.

‘Although it might itch a bit to keep an eye on him, as long as we’re together just to collect on the deal. Better to manipulate him to get the most out of him.’

The cunning middle-aged mage probably thought he had greatly benefited from this deal, chuckling to himself internally.

In the short term, it seemed like Khan was enduring political losses to accommodate his request.

‘Considering Darkin’s research could solve a major problem plaguing the Mage Tower…’

The benefits Jerome would reap later were significantly substantial, something he was definitely aware of.

‘He must’ve quickly agreed to the proposition and secretly passed on various pieces of information to the Mage Tower.’

But that was a misconception. The biggest beneficiary of Darkin subjugation wasn’t anyone else but Khan himself.

Craddling in a pouch made of troll skin were treasures that brought a satisfied smile to Khan’s face.

[??? Scale Fragment]  

─This minute fragment, splintered by someone after eons, has lost most of its original power.

Whether it was the scale fragment from a mythic era true dragon that Khan had been searching for was uncertain. But it was undoubtedly a significant clue.

It seemed it had passed through someone else’s hands before Darkin’s.


‘That someone might just be the person who handed over the scale to Darkin.’

Khan speculated as much.

Perhaps once Jerome’s research was concluded, the truth would be unveiled. Maybe… simply possessing it was enough to lead him to the truth.

Darkin had fought purely with physical strength against Aries and Jerome the priest, nearly overwhelming them.

‘Just this “dust” that has lost most of its power, managed to exert such influence.’

‘If the one behind Darkin’s machinations hears that the scale has been taken…’

Would they remain silent? Absolutely not. They wouldn’t easily give up such power. They’d surely take action.

Whether Jerome uncovers it or their patience wears thin, Khan was destined to learn the truth one way or another.

[Blood Vessel]

─A masterpiece created by Darkin Perayas, a master of necromancy and body modification, who devoted his life to its creation.

─Blood Reservoir :: Capable of absorbing and storing blood.

─Exposed to dark power for a long period. Those with insufficient resistance may suffer status ailments.

-??:: This is an incomplete item. It will unlock under certain conditions.

-Stamina +4

Despite the differences from the game description, it was undoubtedly the ‘Essence of Blood,’ the most precious drop item among the rewards of Act 5.

A whopping additional stat of 4. And it was an item attached with the stamina stat, which was urgently needed by Khan.

Recalling that in the game, it had an additional 8 stamina points and several other effects, it seemed plausible that there could be a way to upgrade the item.

‘I should probably seek purification at the Pantheon Church… But since Aries has helped, it’s only a matter of time.’

“Hmm.”

Khan suddenly licked his lips, remembering the words left by the platinum-haired girl who was healing from the injuries and aftereffects of ascension in Nordic.


—

“I’m going.”

“Of course. Having obtained useful information from that sinister mage, I should hasten to investigate. Besides, it’s not prudent to stay here forever.”

“….”

The cold, lavender eyes glared at Khan as if in reproach, but Khan simply shrugged.

“And, I absolutely detest political issues. Being a barbarian, I hardly understand such things.”

“Shameless.”

“Speak your mind. In fact, I was intending to leave without saying a word, but Ron, that idiot, was so furious.”

“Ignorant barbarian.”

“A barbarian can be ignorant, indeed.”

Normally, he would have argued that he was not ignorant, but Aries slightly smiled at Khan’s teasing demeanor.

“Where to? The north?”

“Yes. There seems to be trouble with an artifact presumed to be from the mythic era. It’s just an assumption, but since the source is the Mage Tower, it can’t be completely off base. Anyway, there’s nothing much to do until Jerome finishes analyzing Darkin’s journals.”

“I heard the mythic era was a myth.”

“That’s because the gods of the Pantheon Church claim they were beings from ancient times. They have no choice but to desperately deny it. Simple political logic.”

“I thought you didn’t know politics.”

“Just something I picked up.”

Aries rare showed her feelings with a click of her tongue.

“What do you need?”

But her forcefulness soon softened.

Khan, unable to ignore the emotions hidden in her concise question, looked down to meet Aries’ gaze.

“…I couldn’t do anything in the fight against Darkin. It was my revenge, but if Khan weren’t there, I wouldn’t have been able to do anything. I would have fought alone and… eventually have been overtaken by Darkin.”

No, you could have managed on your own, he could have comforted her simply.

But he did not.

Khan nodded, affirming the truth.

“Erendal would be grateful too. Finally freed from the necromancer’s grasp, returning to the side of the gods. The Goddess of Justice would be pleased as well. Of course, I am too.”

What relationship Aries had with the named ‘Dark Knight Erendal’ Khan did not know.

Aries wasn’t featured in the game. Even if she had been, given his tendency to skip all text, he wouldn’t have been interested.

But one thing was clear.

In the original game story too, Aries would have fought Darkin and died in obscurity.

Her absence in Act 5 proved that.

“So, if you have any requests, just tell me.”

“A request…?”

‘Come to think of it, there was something appropriate.’

“I have an item that needs purification. It’s heavily corrupted with dark magic, and I’d like it cleaned up as much as possible.”

“…Go to the Al-Ranzas Convent in the north. Speaking to the abbess, Berta, and mentioning my name should suffice.”

It seemed Aries herself was currently unable to use holy powers, thus she recommended a high priest she knew. 

Moreover, its location overlapped with their destination in the north, which was convenient.

“And.”

“Hmm?”

What more could there be? What is this audacious girl planning to say now….

“Next time something happens, I’ll help you.”

Khan couldn’t help but smirk at the brash remark that came to mind. What help could she possibly offer, he thought, about such a little lady.

“Boss, what’s with that creepy smile? Gives me the chills.”

“Shut it. Unless you want a punch.”

“Cough. It was actually a joke. That friend over there was worried because you looked upset.”

“Mr. Ron! Don’t suddenly throw it on me…!”

“You’re the one who said his expression looked like he could kill someone!”

“When did I ever say that!”

‘These damned fools….’

Listening to the idiotic conversation was so annoying that Khan gestured with his hand for them to get lost.

“Um… Mr. Warrior.”

“Just call me Khan. Do I look like someone who wants to be called by such an embarrassing title?”

“Well. It’s easier for me. Actually, Mr. Warrior, I was curious about something, may I ask?”

“Me?”

Khan wondered why this guy was suddenly so bold. All this time, he would flinch at just a glance. What did he eat wrong?

“Ask.”

Though he didn’t refuse, there was a need to open up since they were traveling together anyway.

“Yes. I…was wondering why you, Mr. Warrior, aren’t settling down somewhere and instead are chasing the traces of the mythical age. With your skills, you could easily get treated as well as a high-ranking knight in the empire. It seems like you’re wandering without settling anywhere.”

It was a smart question if put nicely, and tactless if not. It was almost like prying into the true purpose of someone who was almost a stranger.

Khan took a moment of silence as if choosing his words carefully in his head, then gave as concise an answer as possible.

“Because the beings from the mythical age are, beings from outside of Midland.”

“Excuse me? Ah… You mean the beings from the mythical age are extraterrestrial… That thing the High Master of the Magic Tower said, right? But that theory was discarded by the Pantheon…”

Whoever in the Magic Tower said that, Khan didn’t care. But he knows after witnessing the ending of ‘Midland Quest.’

That the divine dragons, giants, and Archdemons were transcendent beings who came from beyond Midland.

Whether voluntarily or not.

They, like Khan, were beings who crossed dimensions to come to Midland.

“But… That doesn’t answer my question. What does coming from the outside have to do with you chasing the traces of the mythical age?”

“Don’t you see what kind of person boss is by now?”

As the questioning got more insistent, Khan was about to scowl when Ron suddenly inserted himself with a know-it-all attitude. What blunder would this fool spout now?

“Do you know, Mr. Ron?”

“Of course. There’s no one in the kingdom who knows barbarian as well as I do.”

“Ooh…! Tell me!”

Jan’s eyes sparkled with interest, and Khan, equally curious about what this guy would say, couldn’t help but listen closely.

‘It’s obvious they don’t know I’m a possessed person…’

After basking in the attention for a bit, Ron finally spoke up.

“The dragons of the mythical age! The giants whose bodies are as large as mountains! The Archdemons, heralded as the forefathers of all demons! The primordial gods, older than the gods of the Pantheon! Don’t you still get it? Really?”

“Yes! Please tell me!”

“Ah, dear. What a dull friend we have here. Aren’t they all incredibly powerful beings? Beings no entity in the world could stand against! If you were a foolish warrior obsessed with battle from the freezing mountains, naturally you’d think like this!”

“So! Boss’s goal is this,” Ron announced, holding up a hastily bought hammer from the Noric forge as if to draw attention, then shouted.

“Boss is seeking proof of valor, chasing after the monsters of the mythical age! To beat down monsters humans couldn’t stand against!”

“Oh…!”

“Madman.”

With a loud smack on Ron’s forehead, Khan hurried away as if he couldn’t stand any more nonsense.

“Mr. Ron… I don’t think that’s it?”

“Cough. That can’t be…”

Once far enough away from the two fools, Khan mindlessly scratched his long, grown-out hair.

‘Beat them down, huh…’

Well, he had no such intentions at the moment, not to mention if it was even possible.

But for some reason… Ron’s nonsense was oddly appealing.
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“Hold your shields properly, you brats─!”

Diego shouted furiously and dashed forward, thrusting his sword into the back of a newbie who had faltered in fear even before the fight had properly begun.

Gurgling, the man whose throat had been pierced let out a suppressed groan, raising his hands, as Diego did not hesitate to pull out his sword and step back.

“Liam! You damn bastard!”

“Kill that bastard! Kill him!”

The assailants were incensed by the death of their comrade, their veins throbbing with a burning will to fight. The bandits pretending to have loyalty…

“Ptui! Bring it on!”

Diego moved without a moment’s pause, rushing towards the advancing ranks with the intent to disrupt their formation, snipping off a spear-wielder’s fingers.

Though an opponent shielded themselves and pushed forward, Diego, with swift movements, kicked the shield aside, forcing the enemy to miss.

‘This is screwed…!’

Despite having killed one and cut off another’s fingers, that was the extent of it.

Diego took a moment to catch his breath and survey the allied formation.

Of the mercenaries hired for the caravan traveling from Wagner to Nordic, only four were employed, including Diego and a greenhorn barely out of his youth.

One had long since died, pierced through the neck by an arrow.

‘This is the worst.’

Essentially, the only meaningful force was Diego himself.

On the other hand, there were seven attackers, all reasonably skilled with the sword.

Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, Diego knew who they were. Not long ago, one of their comrades had been maimed by Diego’s hand.

‘Shit. This is indeed unfortunate.’


“Hey, you bastards! Committing retaliatory murder in Count Hefeldt’s territory! Do you want to go out of business?!”

“Shut up! We’ll send you to join Simon and Liam!”

“That Simon bastard is still alive!”

“Kill him!”

It was utterly maddening.

Whether they realized that this fight was unrelated to themselves after the exchange, or not, Diego noticed the greenhorns and the caravan’s laborers sneakily withdrawing.

‘Those fools…!’

The attackers would not leave behind evidence of their involvement…

Before Diego could reveal this, he was suddenly struck in the stomach by a spear thrust.

Unless one were a knight wielding mana or a master of the sword, there was a limit to what one could handle alone.

Stubbornly fighting on despite vomiting acidic bile, Diego managed to slice the throat of one assailant halfway through but ultimately found himself captured and forced to his knees.

“Pl-please… spare me…!”

“We didn’t see anything! We saw nothing!”

A massacre ensued, as was inevitable.

“Do you really think you can get away with this? Do you think Count Hefeldt would just sit by and hear of this?”

Diego screamed out the name of Count Hefeldt as if it were his only lifeline.

However.

“HaHaHaHa!”

“This sucker still hasn’t heard the rumor?”

The attackers burst into laughter as if they had heard a hilarious joke.


‘A rumor?’

Even facing death, Diego tried to remain calm and think.

But no plausible solution came to mind.

The very fact that they carried out retaliatory murder based on a grudge was beyond the pale of common sense in these parts.

“It’s simple, Diego. Count Hefeldt doesn’t interfere, whether we stab people or openly loot in the street. Even if we kill you… it won’t be a problem.”

“Bullshit! Count Hefeldt would never… Urk!”

Diego involuntarily raised his voice in disbelief and choked.

The leader of the attackers, who had been laughing, suddenly punched him.

“You can ask Count Hefeldt himself after you die.”

“I’d like to hear it now, actually.”

The leader, who was about to pierce Diego’s throat with a dagger, suddenly froze.

The other attackers did the same.

“Which dumbass is this…?”

Irritated by the interruption, the leader, without turning back, ordered,

“I need to deal with this one. Clean up the rest.”

With that, the leader completely disengaged, his lips curling into a customary sneer at the thought of how to make Diego’s death as painful as possible.

Thump! Thump! Crunch…

‘Morons. Couldn’t you make it a quick death?’

The sound of beating resonated multiple times.

The sound of his men tormenting the opponent as painfully as possible without killing them immediately.


“Regardless of who this clueless idiot is, don’t you think it’s really unfortunate, Diego? If you had just ignored and walked away, you might have lived…”

“Who’s being oblivious?”  

“…!”  

The leader, who was spinning his dagger skillfully within his hand, sprang to his feet at the voice that came from just behind him.  

Simultaneously turning towards the source of the sound, he thrust the dagger forward.  

Or rather, he tried to.  

If a fist, thick enough to be mistaken for someone’s head, hadn’t smacked into his face first, that would have been the case.  

Crack!  

The leader’s body, his face squashed like dough, flopped to the side, dead on impact.  

“Ahhh!”  

Diego let out a startled yelp, not merely because of the sight of a head squashed like dough, but because of the identity of the creature who managed all this with just a punch.  

A physique as massive as an orc’s, a rare sight of gray skin in the kingdom, muscles boasting vicious curves.  

“Y-you barbarian…?”  

Diego stammered, saliva dripping, shocked not just by the retaliation against the mercenaries from Wagner’s region but by the startling identity of their attacker.  

“Damn. Why did this happen.”  

The actual punch thrower seemed surprised himself.  

After all, the punch, intended only to knock out, had turned his opponent into mush, killing him. Sure, he had reflexively added a bit more force in response to the dagger…but still.  

‘It shouldn’t have been fatal.’  

Khan gazed dumbly at his fist, muttering internally.  

Has my strength become too great?  

* * *

This was the first time Khan directly experienced the physical changes that came with a boost in his stats.  

Right after leveling up, his stamina was almost depleted, so aside from feeling weak, he hadn’t noticed much. Since then, he had been in recovery, lacking the chance to test his strength.  

‘To fail at controlling my strength to this extent…’  

Khan’s face grew serious.  

He knew that with higher stats, the increase in capabilities per stat grew larger, but this time the increase seemed too extreme.  

Could it be that surpassing 60 has broken some sort of threshold?  

‘It isn’t out of the realm of possibility.’  

Just as crossing an intelligence of 100 allows one to challenge the high master of the five-colored magic tower in a mage build. Perhaps it’s a similar case for a barbarian build, which was a first for him, too.  

‘Hmm. Not exactly thrilled about this.’  

Being already concerned about his disproportionately high strength causing severe stamina consumption from skill use. As seen in his fight with Darkin, using ‘Surging Strength’ while exhausted could indeed result in irrecoverable detriments.  

‘…I need to hasten the purification of the blood vessel.’  

“Ahem. Terribly sorry to interrupt your grave thoughts, but… what are you planning to do with these madmen?”  

Pulled from his thoughts by Diego’s casually thrown question, Khan replied.  

“That’s not my concern.”  

Khan hadn’t helped Diego with that intention.  

“Continue with what you were saying about Count Hefeldt. That’s why I stepped in, after all.”  

“I’m not quite sure. Though I don’t know if you’re aware, but Wagner basically prohibits combat outside conflict zones…. These fools suddenly attacked, perhaps gone mad.”  

Not very nutritious info. Khan internally scoffed, swiftly lifting one of the scrambling stragglers from the ground.  

“Spill everything you know before I smash your remaining limbs, starting with what you said about Count Hefeldt. You might just earn my mercy.”  

“G-Guuuh. Uhhuh…”  

The guy, with one arm already broken, started to cry.  

When Khan smiled kindly at him, the straggler burst into full tears, beginning to confess everything he knew, as if in confession.  

‘Carrot and stick. Good cop, bad cop. The best rhetoric works even in fantasy.’  

Thinking he was doomed, he was surely moved by Khan’s gentle persuasion. Medieval folks probably would just resort to brute force…  

‘As a distinguished intellectual and a man of the 21st century, I can’t just do that.’  

“I-I’m Simon from the Iron Lance Mercenaries! The boss wanted to avenge a comrade, and I just followed… I was against it because violating Count Hefeldt’s rule means cutting off our money source, but… he said Count Hefeldt is holed up in his house and will never come out, so I had no choice but to believe!”  

The straggler’s explanation was chaotic, as if articulating his thoughts coherently for the first time.  

‘As if to prove how barbaric these medieval folks are. Can’t even speak properly.’  

In these cases, Khan had to filter things through his own brain to make sense of it.  

‘So, to summarize…’  

“Count Hefeldt has turned into a recluse, huh.”  

Khan grimaced, concluding the discussion with some distaste.  

“Hey. I’ve heard Count Hefeldt is quite the authoritarian. Is that true?”  

“Yes, y-yes.”  

‘Why on earth has such a man become a hermit?’  

It was perplexing, at least for the moment.  

From what information these people had, it seemed ‘Count Hefeldt suddenly shut himself in his mansion.’Heading through Wagner was evidently the best option for making our way to the North.

In the uncertainty of when Jerome could supply weapons, roaming unarmed indefinitely was not a reasonable expectation. Given Wagner’s reputation as one of the kingdom’s eminent armories, procuring weapons for temporary use seemed achievable.

“Hey, you. The one who nearly met his end but lived.”

“My name is Diego…”

“Right, Jego. Strip these scoundrels of their gear and load it onto that abandoned wagon.”

“It’s Diego, not Jego… Oh, understood.”

Cowed by Khan’s steely gaze, Diego resignedly divested the surviving mercenaries of their gear, loading it all onto the cart he was guarding.

Even so, he pondered, ‘With the horses gone, what’s the plan for this loaded wagon?’

Blissfully unaware of the grueling task that awaited him.

*

*

*

Wagner is a large city.

Having been embroiled in disputes with nearby cities for decades, it was more populated with individuals involved in the mercenary trade than farmers. Thus, it was both natural and necessary for a branch of the mercenaries’ guild to be established in Wagner.

“This is infuriating… After being told to keep out of trouble, these idiots stir up more?”

‘Just you wait till you return. I’ll make sure you regret it.’

And then,

The red-haired woman nervously biting her nails at Wagner’s outer walls was none other than Maya, the manager of the mercenaries’ guild branch in Wagner, and a noted warrior herself.

“Look here, Branch Manager. Instead of waiting around, you should just leave it to us and relax at the guild headquarters…”

“Silence. You’re just going to stutter and let them off when it comes down to it, aren’t you?”

“No… It’s just that interference beyond necessity goes against the guidelines unless absolutely required…”

“That’s it! I tried speaking nicely, but you just won’t listen, will you? This is precisely the scenario where we need ‘that’ excessive intervention!”

“Eek!”

The balding middle-aged man fell flat on his butt at Maya’s roar.

‘And to think such a person is in charge here, no wonder the mercenaries take the guild lightly.’

She couldn’t help but sigh.

Especially since the situation in Wagner was becoming increasingly chaotic, and the bald coward was the only one slightly worth his salt.

It was an unfortunate but understood circumstance.

Maya had only recently taken her position in Wagner, and with just the timid bald man and some desk-bound staff who could barely manage their assigned tasks, there hadn’t been enough time to rectify the disarray the branch was in.

‘And to make matters worse, there’s now trouble with Count Hefeldt.’

It seemed like adding insult to injury. She was on her feet to manage this situation herself.

“That Diego is a swordsman capable of single-handedly slaying an orc. With him and a couple of workers and mercenaries from the caravan, they won’t be easily overtaken…”

“What rubbish. You think a couple of kids who haven’t even seen a goblin, plus some workers who can barely throw a punch, will be any help?”

Maya quickly shut down the previous Branch Manager’s feeble attempt at an excuse and decisively grabbed a spear nearby.

“Why, why are you doing this…!”

“I’d feel more at ease checking things out myself.”

“Oh dear. If you go, Maya, how are we supposed to hold back the mercenaries…!”

That’s your job, you fool! Maya managed to suppress the rising tirade within her.

At any rate, she had to prevent the chaos within the city from spilling over the walls.

Should Count Hefeldt return, Branch Manager Maya would not be able to escape accountability.

“Just do as you’re told. If things are a mess when I get back, everyone’s necks are on the line. Literally.”

With a growling threat, Maya stepped forward.

‘What in the world is that?’

At the edge of her vision, a bizarre scene unfolded.

“A cart? But why is it being pulled by people…?”

It was a sight that defied belief. Yet, what astonished Maya more was the realization that the swordsman she thought was dead was the one pulling the cart.

Thump…! Thump…!

Where Diego began pulling from was a mystery, but his body was drenched in sweat.

Remarkably, he didn’t seem to slow down. As if, something invisible was pushing the cart from behind to hasten its speed.

At last, having dragged the cart to the checkpoint, the swordsman, Diego, collapsed to the ground.

“Pant! Pant! We’ve, we’ve made it…!”

A scene and situation beyond comprehension. Maya, momentarily stunned, was about to inquire Diego about the happenings.

“Damn. This isn’t the back seat of a luxury ride, it’s unbearably shaky…”

“But, but it couldn’t be helped! It was my first time trying to push a cart with magic…”

“Get used to it next time. Unless you want to push it by hand.”

“Eek…!”

From inside the cart came a conversation. The problem was, among the voices, was one uncomfortably familiar to her.

A deep, wild voice, reminiscent of how an ogre speaking human language might sound. Where have I heard that before…?

And then it hit her.

The embarrassing past she thought she had erased from her memory flooded back.

‘Yes. That voice is definitely…!’

“The Executioner?!”
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Before coming to the west, Maya was a mercenary who had taken on the role of handling the Union’s errands in the north, primarily cleaning up the messes caused by other mercenaries. Her encounters had spanned from famous mercenary groups to the private soldiers and knights of nobles, and ultimately, even the nobles themselves. It was in line with such duties that she clashed with a ruthless barbarian who split the heads of all adversaries indiscriminately with his axe, regardless of their status.

“You were definitely sent by the branch manager on a mission to the east…!” The aftermath of such encounters was apparent in Maya’s current state. Her eyes trembled pitifully, and her legs instinctively stepped back, a clear sign of fear.

“What are you?”

The executioner. No, Khan’s gray eyes were now fixated on her. A hint of perplexity and irritation in his glare felt to Maya like the boredom of a predator. Naturally, her shoulders shrank meekly.

“Ma, Maya…”

“Huh? Maya? Isn’t she the recently appointed branch manager? You know her, boss?”

“No. It’s my first time seeing her.”

Maya felt a mix of relief and shame at his indifferent response, though relief was the predominant emotion.

“It doesn’t look like it’s your first time meeting, what are you talking about? She called you the executioner. Isn’t that a name well-known in the north?”

“I don’t know. Damn brat.”

“Don’t you see? The lady is terrified. A typical reaction of someone who knows you.”

“I said I don’t know. Hey, you, do you know me?”

As Khan glared at her menacingly, Maya shrank like a squashed can. The existence known as the executioner entrenched a fear in her far deeper than a mere moment of shame could cover.

“Khan, we shouldn’t be doing this here. Let’s go inside and talk. This lady would likely be well-informed about the affairs of the city.”

“Hmm…”

Khan glanced around, contemplating. The attention of those nearby was already beginning to drift towards them. The barbarian group, standing out just by being present, and the presence of the branch manager, trembling at the sight of them like a frightened mouse.

‘Better than letting the chatter about executioners and whatnot continue here.’

“Hey.”

“Yes…?”


“You know a place out of sight?”

“Of, of course. I’ll lead you to my office…!”

*

*

*

Passing through the city gates went without any notable issues. Given the current turmoil within the city, it seemed unlikely that such dangerous barbarian would be allowed entry…

“My guests. No need for separate inspections…”

“Yes, yes…! If they are Maya’s guests!”

The guard at the gate was utterly captivated by Maya’s words. Who was this girl, exactly?

And it didn’t stop there.

“Branch manager! Good work!”

“Thank you. You’re all doing a great job.”

“Ah, Maya! Thanks for last time!”

“Don’t mention it. If there’s another problem, just come to me. I’ll handle it personally next time.”

‘One might think this woman runs the place.’ 

Indeed, her popularity was astounding, especially the goodwill shown by the citizens, not just the mercenaries.

Observing this scene as if watching a political rally during the election season, Khan’s eyebrows twitched slightly when Maya turned towards him and sent a certain look.

It was as if her gaze was saying, ‘See? I’m this influential!’

“What are you looking at?”

“Eep…!”


To Khan, who barely remembered who she was, it seemed like a challenge.

It felt somewhat familiar seeing her so terrified and recalling the derogatory mention of “executioner”…

“Ah. Now I remember. You’re that one. Bragging about being the best spearman in the north…”

Maya flinched.

In a flurry of hurried steps, she rushed towards Khan, desperately shaking her head. A clear plea for him to drop the subject.

‘Kid. Embarrassed, aren’t you?’

Khan smirked, halting his words as per Maya’s silent plea. After all, knowing such things were often more useful kept to oneself.

“Perhaps we should hurry! You must be tired from your journey to Wagner!”

“Sounds good.”

Maya, with a tense face, quickened her pace, followed by Khan, who observed her from behind with a mischievous smile. “Huh. Seems like there’s something going on, doesn’t it?” 

“Indeed. Looks like it.” 

Jan and Ron, observing the situation, expressed their curiosity while Diego, unsure why he was even involved, wiped off his sweat and trudged along.

*

*

*

Maya led the group into her office, the most secretive location within the guild branch. After sending out a staff member who was glancing around as if to fetch something, a conversation unfolded among Khan and his party, including Diego, who was puzzled about his presence, and a gloomy Maya. 

“Why on earth are you here with Diego…?” 

“We met on the way here.” 

Maya muttered under her breath about the sincerity of the response. 

‘As if the city wasn’t chaotic enough…’ 


To her, it was an addition of a troublemaker or rather a killing machine walking the streets. Given her role in maintaining the city’s peace in place of Count Hefeldt, she couldn’t be less pleased.

“So, what brings you to Wagner?” 

“To buy weapons. The most durable ones.” 

This was somewhat of good news to Maya. If that brute of a monster had come to involve himself in the conflict between Wagner and Picard, Maya could have fainted from agony. Real agony. 

“What kind of goods are you looking for? Just give me an estimate, and I’ll arrange for it. Despite how it may seem, I am the branch manager here after all.” 

Though it sounded like bragging, she was merely stating a fact. Moreover, hoping that Khan wouldn’t stay in the city any longer than necessary, she was determined to procure the weapons for him. However, Khan’s next request caused Maya’s face to harden. 

“Was it called ‘The Broken Anvil’? I think that was the name. I came to buy goods made by that workshop.” 

“…The Broken Anvil?” 

As Maya’s face stiffened, Khan was sure that complications were about to ensue. 

“Why? Is it difficult? You are the manager, after all.” 

“No, it’s not that… Sigh.” After a couple of frustrated sighs, Maya eventually hung her head and explained, clearly displeased. 

“Are you aware of the current situation in Wagner?” 

“Roughly. Just that Count Hefeldt has locked himself in his mansion.” 

“Regrettably, it’s not just the count who’s locked in. The servants, administrative staff, and even his private soldiers at his mansion are all confined… ” 

“Confined?” Khan looked puzzled. 

“Without any given reason, they suddenly locked the mansion’s doors. While it might seem like the count imprisoned himself, those who were trapped with him were effectively detained.” 

If Maya’s words were true, it was no small matter. Given the ongoing conflict with Picard and the large number of mercenaries gathered for battle, not inferior to the city’s population, a prolonged situation would result in Count Hefeldt losing control over the city. And if Picard’s forces were to invade, the city would inevitably fall. 

“Hmm. But it’s not entirely sealed, right? The deputy priest from the Nordic Monastery was allowed into the mansion not long ago.” 

“And you are?” 

“I’m Ron, Ron Ironhammer. You might have heard of me, branch manager.” 

Maya nodded in acknowledgment. Ron was a veteran mercenary well-known among Argon’s mercenaries, a name familiar to her. 

“Yes, that’s right. You were the one who escorted that priest.” 

“Indeed. And wasn’t it your branch that mediated the request? You should have an idea of what the problem was…” 

“I wish that were the case. All we know is that there was a problem needing a priest from your end. Ah, and one more thing.” 

Maya’s eyes brightened as if recalling something. 

“After the priest left, there was an incident. The estate’s knights had all left their posts simultaneously. Apparently, they broke through the disputed area with Picard and headed somewhere… Their exact whereabouts unknown from that point.” 

Maya pulled a map from her drawer. A crudely drawn map, likely secretly produced by the mercenary guild, which showed the surrounding terrain. 

“Here. Ermon, bordering Picard’s territory. Knights who defeated twenty of Picard’s soldiers there continued northward…” As her finger pointed northward from Ermon, Khan and his companions showed a spark of interest. 

“Towards the Western Great Mountains. What’s there?” 

“The Shivering Woods. Wagner’s largest logging area. Also, there’s an abandoned mine there. For estate knights to head there suggests…” “That something capable of resolving this issue might be found there.” Khan concluded the lengthy discussion.***

Everyone in the hall took a brief rest after sharing their circumstances. Khan remained silent, lost in thought, while Ron and Jan, not wanting to disrupt him, carefully observed him. 

“It’s clear there’s something going on, but should we intervene or not?” 

For Khan, Wagner’s problem wasn’t of much importance. He wasn’t some detective from a mystery comic… If a problem arose, it wasn’t necessary for Khan to step in to solve it. 

Though he did need the equipment from the ‘Broken Anvil’ forge, it wasn’t like his combat effectiveness would plummet without a weapon immediately. His greatest weapon was his robust physique. Yet, something was on his mind.

Jerome’s report on the anomalies in the north, and the strange happenings at Count Wagner’s estate. Given the physical distance, it seemed right to view the two incidents as unrelated. However, it was too suspicious to simply ignore. The fact that someone in Argon had acquired the scale fragment from the Western Great Mountains before Khan and given a piece to Darkin Perayas, now held particular significance.

“I think we need to enter the count’s estate after all.”

“Huh? Is that really necessary… We don’t even have a way in, Khan.”

“Why wouldn’t we have a way? If Norman, that fallen priest, could get in, there’s no reason we can’t.”

Maya muttered, “A fallen priest?” but Khan didn’t bother answering. That wasn’t the important point right now.

“Maya, could you send a message on our behalf?”

“They might ignore it, but if it’s just passing along a message…”

“Then tell the knight this. A disciple of a magus is willing to offer assistance.”

“Me?” Jan, who had been silent, asked in shock, but his question was drowned out by Maya’s more surprised exclamation, “A disciple of magus?!”

***

Knock. Knock.

“Count Hefeldt, it’s Feneth.”

“Come in…”

A voice, rasping like the scraping of metal, was interspersed with sounds that resembled the howling of a beast. The owner of that eerie voice, after a bout of coughing, granted permission in response to the knock. The door creaked open, and a knight clad in full plate armor entered. Sworn to the Hefeldt family through an ‘Oath of Loyalty’, he was one of the count’s most trusted servants, even more so than his own kin.

“How is your lordship faring?”

“Overflowing with power. To the point of being uncontrollable…!”

“My lord…”

Through the visor, Feneth’s eyes trembled slightly. Even Feneth, the only person who could directly approach the count, couldn’t hide his fear before his vastly changed lord.

“Your mind can no longer endure this. Perhaps it’s time to consider their offer…”

“We cannot compromise with such insignificants. Why should we even consider compromising?”

“My lord…!”

Crack! The armrest of the chair the count was leaning on was crushed, a display of inhuman strength. The count, looking curiously at his own hand, then smiled smoothly.

“With such remarkable power granted to me, why would I think of disposing of it? Feneth. With this power, we could solve any problem…! *Cough*”

“My lord!”

It was only after the count had coughed up a considerable amount of blood and lost consciousness that Feneth could sigh in relief. He wiped up the soaked floor himself before casting a fleeting glance at the count. Externally, he still resembled the lord Feneth knew, seemingly even healthier than before, unbelievable for someone who had just expelled so much blood.

‘No. It’s a pointless thought.’ His body was bound by the oath of loyalty. Now, all he could do was his best to save his lord.

“Take care.”

Feneth bowed respectfully to the unconscious count and left the room.

“Guard, how is the lord’s condition? It seemed quite tumultuous inside…”

“Young lord.”

Stepping outside, Feneth was immediately met by a young man to whom he nodded briefly in greeting, then casually replied.

“The lord is fine.”
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Feneth, concealing his emotions within his visor helmet, continued in a blunt tone, “But why is the young lord here now?”

“The mercenaries’ guild sent a message. I was going to keep silent as usual, but given the nature of the news, I felt you needed to know.”

“Has there been some sort of commotion outside?”

“No, that’s not it.”

The young man referred to as the young lord handed over a neatly folded letter instead of explaining verbally.

“They are requesting entry…? I warned that this wouldn’t be possible until a request was made from our side. The new branch manager, that young lady, must be feeling bold.”

The content was simple: a letter that had been refused several times before, asking for the sharing of information in exchange for help.

Feneth crumbled the letter in his grip.

“Impossible. What do you think is the reason we closed off the mansion?”

“As if I wouldn’t know that. But there are exceptions.”

“Just like inviting that priest. You seem displeased,” the young man shot a glance that clearly conveyed his annoyance at the reprimanding knight, sharing the message sent along with the letter.

“You must be aware that mages from the tower were dispatched to the eastern part of the kingdom recently. A disciple of one of these mages is currently in the city, and they are willing to offer assistance if needed.”

“…It’s an issue not even the priest could solve. What help could an ordinary mage possibly be?”

“A disciple of a magu is hardly ordinary, having been recognized for their talent even by the imperial mage towers.”

There was hardly any room for argument.

Whatever secrecy, or the inability to trust the empire’s mages, those concerns lost their weight the moment Feneth invited the Nordic priest.

“And. We can’t neglect the city forever. You know that as well. We need to find a solution, even if it means rushing.”

‘He must be eager to cement his downfall. Greedy little thing.’

Feneth inwardly clicked his tongue.


He was well aware that this foolish young lord, with ambition far exceeding his capabilities, was exploiting the anomalies affecting the lord to expand his influence.

The workers and clerks confined in the mansion, oblivious to the full picture, might easily fall for the head’s merciful whispers.

But the knights bound by ‘oaths of loyalty’ were a different story.

“…I understand consulting with the mage. But all proceedings will take place under my supervision.”

“As it should.”

The blond noble young man smiled radiantly.

“After all, my father only trusts knights who have sworn their loyalty before God.”

Feigning ignorance of the overt mockery in that bright smile, Feneth respectfully bowed his head to the incompetent son of his lord, signaling it was time for him to leave.

“Then, I shall take responsibility for inviting the mage’s disciple to the mansion.”

“Do as you wish.”

Perhaps amused by Feneth’ curt response, the young man let out a short laugh and turned to leave.

‘Presumptuous fool.’

That the heir to the Count Hepheldt, ranked among the highest in the western kingdom, was such a man, clouded the future of the household with dark clouds.

There was a reason before the count lost his sanity, he entrusted his personal safety to Feneth, not his own blood.

The man who had always been overshadowed by his father, now reveling in the current situation, never ceasing to cause trouble within the family. 

‘He doesn’t even grasp the situation…’

It was a situation where internal incompetence posed a greater threat than external enemies.

Though merely a possibility, the thought that this greedy fool could have involved himself in the count’s afflictions couldn’t be entirely dismissed.

‘If only… the magus’s disciple could indeed be of help.’

Before the problem escalated beyond control…


“Wow. The nobles of the Argon Kingdom decorate their mansions more modestly than I thought. I wonder if frugality is considered a virtue in the kingdom?” 

The blonde youth’s lips twitched at the voice coming from beyond the door. It was impossible to tell if the comment was meant to be sarcastic or was a genuine expression of admiration. He had emerged upon hearing that a disciple of a magus had arrived at the door… 

‘The owner of that foolish voice is really a disciple of the magus…? How can this lavish mansion be considered modest…?’ 

No, that’s not it. The young man suppressed his doubts for the moment and instead, adorned his face with a gentle smile. “Welcome. I’ve been expecting you. Are you the mage from the tower who wrote the letter?” 

It was quite unusual for the young man, the eldest son and heir of a count, to personally greet someone. After all, he was known for his prideful nature. But the visitor was no ordinary person. 

“Yes. My name is Jan, a disciple of magus Jerome.” The magus of the Mage Towers was held in high regard even among the empire’s nobility, making Jan his respected disciple. Perhaps the count himself might have been a different story, but the heir, with his relatively lesser status, could not afford to be arrogant in front of Jan. Maintaining some level of casual speech was the last line of defense for his pride. 

“Good. First, come inside. There’s something I’d like you to see right away, rather than wasting time on idle chatter. But…” 

The voice of the mansion’s master trailed off as his gaze shifted behind Jan. 

“I don’t recall hearing about any companions.” 

And that companion happened to be a barbarian. The reaction was clearly one of dismay. Warriors from the wasteland were not only rare to see but were also rumored to be extremely violent and uncivilized. Considering the notoriety spread by the great warrior of the Black Wing, the rumors could very well be true. 

“He’s a warrior assigned to me as an escort by my master. His skills are assured. A bit rough around the edges, though…” 

Jan spoke, glancing back at the barbarian as if checking his reaction. Although it was unlikely for someone who was a disciple of a magus to worry about the opinion of their escort, it appeared so to the young lord. 

‘It must be a misunderstanding…’ 

“Ahem. If you’re worried about him being seen or heard, that’s not a concern. He doesn’t speak the kingdom’s language. You’ve heard the rumor, haven’t you? About barbarian being so dense that they can’t even speak properly, let alone read.” 

“Ah, I’ve heard. Even the great warrior of the Black Wing is said to struggle with communication, wandering the battlefield alone.” 

“Yes… Haha. Exactly. They are quite foolish. Ahem. Oh, excuse me. Got something in my throat…” 

Jan made a strange noise, eliciting a peculiar look from the young lord, who inwardly shook his head. It seemed the saying that sane mages were rare might indeed be true. 

“Hmm. I understand. Let’s have him come in as well.” 

It really didn’t matter much to him. Turning away the barbarian escort and risking the mage leaving would be a bigger loss. After all, even if a barbarian were to cause trouble, the household’s standing forces, including dozens of soldiers and at least two knights, were more than capable of handling it. However, 

“I’m not sure what Sir Feneth, who is currently overseeing the mansion’s security, will think… But let’s proceed together.”


Following the mansion’s master with Jan and his barbarian escort in tow, Jan seemed to forget that he was supposed to be acting like a proper disciple of a magus, bombarding the master with various questions. Fortunately, the master didn’t find this suspicious and answered all of them, even taking a liking to Jan. 

‘Right. This is how it should be. Who are those arrogant fools to teach… Nobles, nonetheless.’ 

Unlike other mages from different kingdoms who would act haughtily in front of him, the demeanor of this mage with a timid face was quite commendable. Surely, being a disciple of a magus truly meant being humble, as those truly great often are. 

“But the soldiers seem to ignore the young lord. Why is that?” 

Even considering this question borderline impolite, the young lord wasn’t offended in the slightest. He took it as a sign of the mage’s keen intellectual curiosity. 

“It’s an order from Sir Feneth, who I’ve entrusted with the mansion’s security. Except for a few individuals, private conversations are currently forbidden in this mansion.” 

“Oh. That’s a bit… no, quite an unusual measure.”

“What. That must mean there is a need for it. After all, he’s a knight who has sworn a ‘Pledge of Loyalty’. A faithful one who absolutely cannot commit acts of betrayal…”

The young lord trailed off, but it wasn’t hard to guess what was left unsaid. Even a cursory listen filled the air with the nuance of ‘a dog guarding the house.’

Jan could tell from the gruff attitude that Sir Feneth and the noble young man in front of him did not have the best of relations.

The ‘exceptionally perceptive barbarian guardian’ likely realized it as well.

“Hmm. It might be best to end the questioning here. We’re approaching the lord’s chamber where Sir Feneth always is.”

It was only when the young lord mentioned reaching their destination that Jan realized they hadn’t encountered anyone else except for the armed private soldiers.

Ordinary servants and administrators must have been isolated somewhere in the mansion. 

It was indeed an abnormal decision. Something secret was being guarded, with a blatant intention not to disclose it.

“Sir Feneth. The disciple of a magus Jerome, whom I mentioned yesterday, has arrived.”

“……”

Distracted by his surroundings, Jan suddenly lifted his head.

A knight, clad in full armor, was silently staring at their direction.

Jan, typically quick to shrink back in such threatening situations, remembered the presence of the barbarian behind him and regained his composure.

“I am Jan, a disciple of a magus Jerome. I thought I might be of some assistance regarding the anomaly that has occurred at the noble house…”

“There’s no need to force politeness, young mage. Aren’t you a talent from the Mage Towers of the Empire, not even bending your neck to imperial nobles?”

“Uh. Not really, no…?”

“And you brought a barbaric, violent folk as a guardian to a mansion sealed off due to an issue. If this is not rudeness, what is it then? Seems like he’s employed as a guardian…”

To Feneth, who spoke as if spitting the words out, a flicker of an emotion could be glimpsed.

“Inside, it will be just the mage and I. The two of us alone.”

At those words, Jan glanced at the barbarian guardian and then sent a pleading look towards the young nobleman with blond hair. However, the nobleman merely shrugged his shoulders, indicating agreement but not offering actual aid.

“Sir Feneth can be quite stubborn. Just cooperate with him. There’s no need to involve the barbarian, right?”

“…Yes, that’s right.”

Jan, speaking as if in support of Feneth, showed a retreating attitude from the conversation. 

‘What? Weren’t they on bad terms?’

The attitude now was different from what seemed like disliking Feneth before, leaving Jan quite confused.

No, everything about this mansion felt suspicious.

The count’s knight issued an order as if the count’s son was non-existent, and the soldiers treated him as such, naturally accepted by the young lord himself. And the people who were nowhere to be seen. At the heart of this situation was Count Hefeldt…

Jan was certain he needed to follow this knight named Feneth into the room.

After all, the fearsome warrior behind him seemed to wish it.

“Then, I’ll open the door. Follow me in immediately.”

“Yes, I understand.”

Feneth turned his back, with a voice whose intentions were obscure, and partially opened the door to the chamber he was guarding.

To Jan, the scene felt ominously like being invited into a den of demons.

And it seemed like he could hear the sound of a beast howling from the inside…

“Grrrrrr──!”

“Uh…”

And the next moment.

“Wooooo─oo─oo─!”

A roar that seemed to shake the entire mansion resounded right in front of them.

Startled, Jan aimed to ask Feneth what was happening, but then, an anomaly occurred.

“What is this…. Your Excellency!”

With a flash of red light – 

Flash! The next moment.

Boom!

With a heavy sound, Feneth’s body was thrown against the wall.

“Father……!”
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“Father…!”

The moment after the young lord let out a scream, a brutish hand grabbed Jan by the nape of his neck.

It was his barbaric escort, Khan.

“Dangerous!”

In the meantime, the young lord’s panicked voice was heard just after seeing a red blade rushing towards where Jan had just been.

“That, that is.”

“Grrr!”

Jan’s puzzled voice overlapped with the sound of a beast growling.

After sending a knight clad in full plate armor flying, the being called father by the young lord, Count Hefeldt, was glaring at Jan, eyes filled only with whites and brimming with murderous intent.

Holding a red-tinged, ancient-looking sword.

“Cough. your grace…!”

Feneth, who had been slammed against a wall, belatedly rose to his feet.

As if trying to calm the count who seemed ready to rush at Jan at any moment, he swung his sheathed sword.

Crack!

The count stood his ground, blocking Feneth’ strike.

He even showed the power to push back, locking swords and muscling through.

“How…!”

Even Feneth, surprised, let out a shocked voice as the count, with a terrifying roar, body-checked Feneth with all his might.

It was a blow that Feneth, unable to exert his full strength for fear of injuring the count, could only take helplessly.


Thud!

The count’s gaze then shifted back towards Jan.

“Dragons must be—killed—!”

“You’re insane! Warrior!”

Then, as if losing all reason, the count charged with a meaningless roar.

Jan, in panic, forgot even to act, retreating behind Khan…

“Die—, vile dragon—!”

“Damn it.”

The realization that the count’s madness stemmed from the dragon scale fragment in his possession darkened Khan’s expression.

An ancient sword enveloped in red aura, showing signs of aggression when encountering anything related to dragons and granting its wielder excessive strength—it was unmistakably a magic blade.

This had to be Draupnir, the dreaded dragon-slaying blade that appears much later, in the fifth act. A supreme weapon attainable only through a hidden quest available in the sixth act.

Among weapons shaped like swords, it boasted unparalleled performance, regarded by some as an almost supreme-tier cheat item.

The first thought that came to Khan’s mind was this.

‘Why is it appearing at this time?’

The Dragon-slaying Sword, Draupnir, consisted of eight replicas and one main body.

Gathering all of Draupnir’s replicas spread throughout the empire and merging them with the main body lying dormant in ruins beyond the northern territories of the empire was the objective of the hidden quest.

And yet, here was Draupnir, in the hands of a noble scion of the Argon Kingdom, at a time before even the first act had concluded…?

‘What’s happening here? What’s going on?’

The storyline was already twisting with Khan defeating Darkin, that much was certain. However, the matter of Draupnir was entirely different.

The quest’s stakeholders weren’t humans but dwarves.


Could this also be the doing of someone who retrieved the dragon scale fragments in the Western Great Mountains before Khan, and handed some to Darkin?

‘Not enough information.’

“Dragons must be killed—!”

“This is just—awful, really.”

‘First… I have to deal with the count bedark mageed by Draupnir’s curse.’

Khan instinctively moved to punch and send the count flying but halted abruptly. It wasn’t out of concern for potentially killing the noble.

Quite the opposite.

Whizz—! A chilling sound of cutting air passed as the red blade barely grazed Khan’s earlobe.

Khan, reflexively about to counter, drew back.

‘This is damn tricky.’

It was due to the effect of Draupnir.

The damned sword sucked the blood of its host, fortifying the body as though turning it into hardened flesh, while also inflicting a curse of ‘wound aggravation’ on those it cut.

Without a proper weapon at hand, it was a truly disastrous matchup.Should I push it away using the Shield of the Depths? I don’t like the idea of revealing an artifact for just this. Or maybe crash into it with a leap…?

Several methods to thrash the Count flashed through my mind in an instant. However, I was robbed of the chance to actually demonstrate any of them by Feneth.

“I apologize, your grace!”

With a bite in his voice, Feneth charged with agility that belied the weight of his plate armor, swiftly maneuvering to the Count’s rear.

“The dragon slayer…!”

However, the Count seemed unbothered by whatever was behind him. More accurately, it was the will of Draupnir controlling the Count’s mind that didn’t care.

“Sword!”

Khan, feigning a clumsy manner of speech, offered his advice with utmost subtlety.


Feneth, not being a complete fool, swiftly caught on to Khan’s meaning.

And there was light.

Literally, a light. A mass of blue enveloped Feneth’s sword like a coating of luminescence. Khan’s gaze darkened.

‘Aura.’

The power granted to knights who had sworn ‘Oaths of Loyalty’ before the gods of the pantheon. Unlike mana and divine power or dark magic that required incantations, the Aura moved at the will of its user.

Depending on the wielder’s skill, it was possible to shape the Aura into something larger than a building and wield it. For Feneth, however, coating his sword was the extent of his capability.

Still, it was a formidable threat.

Clang! Crash!

The Count, charging as if he became a greenskin warrior himself, staggered.

It was the backlash from Feneth’s sword, intent on shattering Draupnir.

Decorations hung along the mansion’s corridor fell to the floor, unable to withstand the collision’s aftermath. Yet, the Count held on to Draupnir.

Instead, the recent strike seemed to have stoked the sword’s spirit, intensifying the red aura.

“Must slay the dragon…!”

Should I cut off his arm or something? The thought crossed the head housekeeper’s mind, trembling hands and all, as he watched the battle unfold.

Then Jan, who had been holding his breath, completed his spell.

“Hold!”

Despite his unreliable tone, the spell’s potency was remarkable.

Indeed, becoming a magus’s disciple seemed a fitting reaction.

A low-tier spell, Silent Thread of Arachne, unraveled. Gray, semi-transparent threads cascaded down like an overflowing river. The head housekeeper, only accustomed to the spells of mercenary mages, was taken aback.

Under Jan’s direction, the spell’s threads began to bind the Count entirely.

Even the monstrous strength that had flung an armored knight was unable to break free when every limb and joint were bound.

Khan seized the opportunity and reached out for Draupnir.

As Khan closed the distance, the Count, glowing more intensely, attempted to sever the threads, but Feneth rushed in, grasping the Count’s arm.

‘Got it.’

Khan’s rough grasp covered the Count’s hand holding Draupnir. With a strength of 61, he pried the fingers open, making the will’s resistance seem irrelevant.

“Roar…!”

As if refusing to be easily subdued, the will roared out using the Count’s mouth.

Draupnir attempted to resist by absorbing more blood. However, to surpass Khan’s strength, not a human, but at least a troll would have needed to wield Draupnir.

Finally.

Draupnir slipped from the Count’s hand. A sound of fingers breaking was heard, yet Khan deemed it an unfortunate accident.

Thud!

“Your grace!”

Feneth caught the Count as he fell, freed from the will’s control, and quickly checked on his lord. Fortunately, he was only unconscious, not the worst-case scenario.

But there was no room for relief.

Whirr! Whirr!

Feneth’s face turned stern at the vibrating sound emitted by the enchanted sword that had charmed his lord.

The magical sword that turned even the aristocratically trained Count into an outstanding warrior. In the hands of a barbarian, its potential power was unfathomable.

“Warrior, are you alright?”

Jan, forgetting his act, inquired about Khan’s wellbeing in his usual tone, but Feneth, still grasping Draupnir, concentrated all his attention on the silent barbarian.

“Stand back. Should this barbarian rage, he must be subdued immediately.”

“Oh… It would be better not to! You’ll get hurt!”

“It cannot be helped. Let’s try to preserve the life of the your guard to the utmost. Cutting off an arm will do.”

“That’s not what I mean…”

‘I meant that the your head will be cut off!’

Jan screamed internally.

* * *

“What exactly is going on now?”

With a bewildered voice, Khan muttered as he looked around. What used to be a familiar scene… now seemed strange to him.

A bleak studio apartment of roughly 14 square meters, with nothing but a bed, a desk, and a high-spec computer flashing with LED lights catching his eye.

‘This is my place, isn’t it.’

Scratching his head, Khan was suddenly struck with a thought and headed towards the computer. Not sure if it was some bizarre dream, but just in case, he moved his hand towards the mouse, and the monitor lit up.

[SoysaucePepsiMintChocoKimchiSoup.]

On the screen was a gaming community forum he used to share information on. He immediately clicked on the forum to search for a summary guide of the story.

“Tch. As expected. The screen won’t change…”

It was the outcome he anticipated. He sighed and stepped back, then headed towards the fridge. His face, scrunching up in disgust, brightened up as he saw the contents.

Grabbing the zero-calorie soda he used to gorge on, Khan gulped it down in one go.

Immediately, the cool carbonation that couldn’t be tasted in the bitter Middle Ages coursed down his throat…

Ugh.

“Shit. It doesn’t taste like anything.”

Khan’s face twisted as if he had been cursed, and he crumpled the soda can as if it were paper.

Irritation surged, recalling the situation he had momentarily forgotten.

‘It’s a hallucination shown by Draupnir.’

In the game, being forcefully equipped with the curse-state Draupnir would afflict one with hallucinations due to the sword’s grudge.

Now that the game had become reality, he wondered if it manifested in this manner.

“It’s not much of a big deal, is it?”

While Khan was muttering to himself, the surroundings began to blur and distort as if shrouded in mist.

The grudge seemed to realize that its current hallucination wasn’t much of an impact and decided to show something else.

The ordinary apartment instantly softened like malleable clay and began to take on a new form. This time, it was an interior. Not of Earth, but a room reminiscent of an ordinary medieval style…

“Damn it.”

Feeling a frustrating familiarity with the new scenery, Khan’s face hardened more than when he tasted the flavorless soda.

Click. Clack.

The sound of footsteps from behind made Khan turn around involuntarily, like a moth drawn to flame despite knowing it would burn.

Golden eyes gazed at Khan. The moment their eyes met, a voice was heard.

[■.]

It was an incomprehensible language. Yet, Khan understood. She was calling my name.

“Tilly.”

He called her name in return.

Click… Clack…

She approached. Khan, somewhat numbed, rolled her name off his tongue again.

Tilly. Her beautiful eyes crinkled into crescents. It was the same smile as before. He reached out his hand towards her face.

Unlike the tasteless soda, warmth was felt on her cheek, as if she was truly there before him.

His chest felt tight.

[■■ ■.]

She spoke.

This time too, Khan understood. Hence, he followed her words. His hand stroking her soft cheek moved lower.

Her slender neck was grasped by the barbarian’s hand.

And then.

Khan corrected the regrets of his past.

Crack…

* * *

[Aaaagh! How do you know that monster…!]

Khan fully regained his senses at the voice that rang directly in his head. The hallucination from Draupnir was shattered for reasons unknown.

[Damn it! Let go! Release me right now! Do you intend to make a host connected to that monster…!]

Had Draupnir’s grudge spoken in the game too? Having never equipped the curse-state Draupnir, Khan couldn’t be sure.

He couldn’t understand why it was tormented after showing him the hallucination.

But one thing he was sure of.

‘It seems we have a lot to talk about.’

[Aaargh! Let go! You crazy human!]
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Chapter 033: Draupnir (2)

Khan was eager to engage in a deep conversation with Draupnir right away, but unfortunately, it was not possible. It was because Count Hefeldt had regained consciousness sooner than expected.

“Thank you. Ever since I took hold of that sword, it felt as if my head was surrounded by dark clouds… You said you were a disciple of a magus? I won’t forget this deed and will repay you, even if it means staking my family’s name.”

“Ah, I didn’t really do much….”

“I’ve heard about it. Your escort played a significant role. A barbarian, they said… It seems the Black Wing Duke has a good reason to favor you over a knight. I heard you easily subdued me when I was berserk under the sword’s curse.”

The count, still with a pale complexion, turned only his gaze towards Khan from his luxurious chair. Unlike his thoughtless son, the count exuded a noble dignity that was quick to draw blood, typical of Draupnir.

‘A ruler well-acquainted with war, that must be it.’

Indeed, from Khan’s perspective, Count Hefeldt possessed something extraordinary that could not be found in an average person. Perhaps it was the true dignity of a noble, capable of deciding the fates of dozens or hundreds with a single word.

‘Or perhaps, he’s a fox skilled in deception.’

“The magus appointed him as an escort, you said? For how much did he hire you? If possible, I’d like to hire you even if it costs more.”

“Ah, about that…”

“Don’t overthink it. Your name was Jan, right? If you’re willing, I can arrange through the mercenary guild to find a reliable mercenary escort for you. I think this is a fair offer.”

Jan was caught off guard by the count’s sudden proposal. In reality, far from being an escort, it was the opposite. He was more of a burden Khan had to bear.

Silently observing, Khan sighed inwardly. There’s no helping it.

“There’s no need for that. I’m not motivated by money. I’m accompanying him merely because of a promise I made to his mentor.”

“…!”

Was it the fluent kingdom language that flowed from Khan, who had been pretending to not know it, that surprised them? 

Feneth’s shoulders flinched as if he was a lifeless statue. The count’s foolish son openly showed his astonishment.

“Knight, are you sure it’s okay to say that…?”

“What’s done is done, what does it matter now? Right?”


Encouraged by Khan’s inquiry, the count bravely smiled.

“That’s true… It’s not wrong. After all, I sealed the mansion primarily to prevent rumors about me being enchanted by the cursed sword. But still, you are very brazen. Aren’t you afraid of repercussions? My knights, deceived by you, seem quite furious.”

“I need not worry. Rather, you should be the one concerned. If things go wrong, you might lose your precious knight.”

“Y-You…!”

Feneth, enraged by the implication that ‘if you dare oppose me, your knight will suffer,’ let out a roar.

The murderous intent was enough to make one’s shoulders shrink. Khan simply shrugged.

‘If you’re so aggrieved, come at me.’

Armed with superior equipment and accompanied by dozens of soldiers and two knights, the force at Count Hefeldt’s command was indeed intimidating, especially the presence of the knights.

Yet, Khan was certain.

If a fight broke out, having the count right in front of him, the advantage would be theirs.

Moreover, yielding in negotiations with nobility wasn’t an option, as they were extremely adept at exploiting status differences for maximal gain.

“Well, either way, we’ve fulfilled our duty. Since this was an official request through the mercenary guild, you wouldn’t dare default on it, would you?”

“……Hmm.”

Despite Khan’s assertive, almost audacious statement, Count Hefeldt showed no significant reaction.With just a subtle smile playing at his lips, he watched Khan intently.  

“Your Excellency! I will make that barbaric savage kneel before you! Please, allow me!”  

Enraged, Feneth looked like he was about to attack Khan any moment, his aura brimming with murderous intent, while the useless clan leader could only shiver, overwhelmed by the situation.  

And the count…  

“Hahaha…! Truly a brave warrior! It’s regrettable that I cannot keep you by my side!”  

“Your, Your Excellency?”  

“It’s fine, let it be. They’ve solved a problem for our family, after all. A small lie… it’s something that can be covered by their merits.”  


Isn’t that so? When the count looked at him with that questioning gaze, Khan let out a chuckle. A fellow quite sharp in understanding, unlike his son.  

“So, what do you desire? A magus’s apprentice of his caliber and a warrior as renowned as yourself wouldn’t be lacking funds, I presume.”  

“I’m considering purchasing equipment from the Broken Anvil workshop.”  

“That shouldn’t be difficult. There’s still some stock in the city that hasn’t been distributed. I’ll give you however many pieces you want. Anything else?”  

Khan was inwardly impressed by the generous offer. He casually struck Draupnir, which he had sneakily tied around his waist.  

Woom! Woom!  

‘Be quiet, you bastard.’  

“I’d like to take this cursed sword as an extra.”  

“Hmm. Why would you want such a monstrous item? It’s nothing but trouble. It bedark magees people, little by little… without them even realizing it, they fall under its spell.”  

“As long as the weapon suits me well, that’s all that matters. Besides, it seems it cannot mess with my mind.”  

Whether he accepted Khan’s confidence, all the count could do was snicker and wave his hand dismissively.  

“I certainly don’t want to keep an item that brings misfortune in my house. There might be a chance to sell it, but giving it to a competent warrior isn’t a bad idea either. However.”  

It seems a bit uneconomical.  

Just when the count seemed willing to agree to anything, he relaxed his smile and said,  

“A cursed sword it may be, but a legendary weapon remains legendary. Considering its power, you might have to give up on the items from the Broken Anvil workshop.”  

“I can simply purchase items from the workshop with money; that’s not an issue.”  

“Hmm… Before you hastily spend your money, how about you first consider my offer? Given your interest in that cursed sword, I’m sure you’d find it intriguing.”  

As Khan gestured for him to continue, Count Hefeldt sent him a meaningfully amused glance and smiled.  

“Kill Count Emil for me. That cursed sword originally belonged to him, you see.”  

The count explained further:  


In a recent battle, Count Hefeldt led his knights to the field personally. Likewise, as if in challenge, Count Emil also brought his renowned private soldiers to respond.  

“Of course, it didn’t turn into an all-out war immediately. As with wars that spark from political causes. Representatives from each side were selected for a duel. Naturally, with more knights on our side, we emerged victorious. And then…”  

The cursed sword was a item directly handed over by Count Emil to the knight who represented him in the duel. Count Hefeldt, while tremblingly looking at Draupnir with a distressed gaze, said,  

“It inflicts wounds that not even potions can heal and remains undamaged even when clashing with aura. A rare trophy, isn’t it? Hence, Sir Feneth, the victor of the duel, presented it to me. Since then, I’ve been mentally unsettled. I found myself unconsciously harming my clerk to death, as if bedark mageed by the sword. Suddenly, I behaved as if possessed today.”  

“Your Excellency…”  

“And when I try to detach myself from the sword, I suffer fits, not knowing how to deal with it. Although I’m unsure why it happened today. That’s the gist of it… And I think, it seems Count Emil intentionally passed this item to me.”  

It was a plausible speculation. A reasonable suspicion. Khan would have arrived at the same conclusion as Count Hefeldt.  

“So, you want me to kill Count Emil as a form of revenge?”  

“Not exactly revenge for me. But it might be different for you, right? From what I see, this item isn’t something Count Emil could have obtained with his abilities. It implies there’s another source. Do you understand what I mean?”

“If I can take down Count Emil and find out where it came from, there will likely be more objects similar to this magic sword. Take as much as you can, is what this means.”

“Right. A friend with an exceptional mind. They say barbarian are all fools…”

Letting the casual barbarian disdain slide… The proposal itself wasn’t bad. Above all, the origin of Draupnir was what Khan was most curious about.

Of course, that didn’t mean he could just blindly accept it.

‘I must take what I can properly.’

“Then make it a formal request. After all, you’re asking me to kill the lord of an entire city. You wouldn’t just offer this magic sword, which is best at bedark mageing people, as the only reward, right?”

Woosh! Wooo!

Draupnir vibrated in protest, but Khan silenced its complaints by gripping the blade with his fist.

Then he boldly proclaimed,

“I shall sever Count Emil’s head in your stead. If you wish, with this magic sword that had bedark mageed you. Now, Count Hefeldt. How much will you pay me?”

*

*

*

“My lord. From the beginning, they have been deceitful and infiltrated the mansion. They are utterly untrustworthy…”

“What are you talking about, Feneth? Whom do I trust, according to you?”

As if he heard a funny joke, Count Hefeldt burst into laughter.

It was after the barbarian, who had taken an excessively generous bounty and the grotesque magic sword as advance payment, had left.

“A true nobleman is one who trusts no one but himself. Ah, of course, you’re different since you have sworn loyalty in front of the pantheon of gods.”

At those words, the completely crumpled young lord flinched. Count Hefeldt clicked his tongue at the pathetic sight and continued.

“Although the start of this war has been beneficial for our house, it’s now like pouring water into a leaking dam. We should have ousted Count Emil’s family and merged Picard to become a marquis a long time ago. But now we’re stuck, unable to do anything out of fear of the royal family’s watchful eyes…”

“!”

The young lord, who lived without knowing the hidden circumstances of the war, gasped. The royal name was such a heavy and feared one, especially since the throne was steeped in noble blood.

“Not just the royal family. Other noble forces are clinging to Count Emil’s family, supporting them. They’re envious of the wealth our house has amassed through the war and try to plunder it. We must end it before our resources are depleted.”

“Do you mean…the barbarian from earlier could help end the war? Really, they could take care of Count Emil…?”

“Well. It would be difficult. If it were a task possible by merely adding one person, the war wouldn’t have dragged on this long. However.”

He could act as a fatal dagger, at least?

“Swiftly flying to inflict a wound and being spent after serving its purpose.”

It was the true nature of the jovial Count Hefeldt.

He had anticipated Khan’s failure from the beginning. No, he had readily handed over the magic sword to guide him toward that outcome.

“Count Emil’s soldiers are exceptional, grown with the support of various benefactors. The barbarian will eventually hit his limit and destroy himself with the power of the magic sword. And as a mighty warrior is enthralled by the magic sword and wreaks havoc. There will be a vulnerability in Count Emil’s defense…”

“If our family can exploit that opportunity to crush Count Emil, that’s what you mean.”

“Exactly. It would be best if that barbarian truly kills Count Emil.”

‘Anyway, if the barbarian dies after receiving the bounty, there’s no loss. And if by chance the barbarian survives… Then it’s our turn to cut off his breath.’

That would mean he wouldn’t lose anything at all.

And the result would be too great for him.

He would kill Count Emil, who had been recklessly overstepping his bounds with several nobles and the royal family behind him, and not just be a city lord but become a true ruler like those of the empire. Along with the new title of Count Hefeldt!

‘I hope that barbarian quickly. Overextends his bravery and burns out along with the magic sword…’

A cunning smile appeared on the lips of Count Hefeldt.
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034. Draupnir (3)

[The Single-Edged Axe from the Broken Anvil Workshop]

─A single-edged axe completed with moderate effort by a skilled craftsman. It is mixed with iron that has a heavy quality due to the magic of the great mountains, making it significantly heavier than it appears.

“Not bad at all.”

Khan, holding the shining black axe, smiled in satisfaction at the accommodations prepared separately by the Count.

The fact that item information popped up means that this object has performance classified as an ‘item’ under the game system’s standards.

‘The part about being hastily made… Well…’

Nonetheless, it’s indeed not bad for a temporary weapon. It’s considerably heavy, and it seems durable enough for throwing.

While it may not be suited for use with the A-grade skill ‘Surging Strength’, which crushes Darkin, that role seemed meant for the currently vibrating Draupnir. It even has the ‘Indestructible’ option.

[Dragon Slayer Sword, Draupnir]

─A magic sword steeped in the grudge of a dragon. Currently divided into several replicas, it cannot exhibit its full performance.

─Grudge Inception:: The grudge of Draupnir constantly tests its owner. If you cannot overcome the hallucinations shown by the grudge, your body will be overtaken.

─Wound Aggravation:: The malevolent energy (邪氣) harbored by Draupnir’s grudge impedes the healing of wounds. Potions and healing spells below a certain grade are invalidated.

─Blood Curse Magic:: Allows the use of various ‘Blood Curse Magic’ mediated by blood. As the item grows, more blood curse magic will become available.

─Indestructible

─???

A rather flashy description for just a replica.

The ‘Grudge Inception’ option doesn’t seem to affect Khan much, but the ‘Wound Aggravation’ and ‘Indestructible’ properties are top-notch options in their own right.

They are extremely effective not only against trolls, known for their regenerative capability but also against undead and demons.

Although not Khan’s preferred style, it could also facilitate a strategy of inducing bleeding to exhaust a human opponent.


With the ‘Indestructible’ attribute, it would withstand even the backlash of an A-grade skill.

‘It’s going to be tough going forward.’

[You madman! Release me this instant! How many times must I say that I remember nothing!]

Of course, there was the problem of Draupnir’s spirit being uncooperative.

‘Well. It’s only making things harder for itself.’

[Aaargh! Get these damned scales off me! You maniac!]

Khan listened to Draupnir’s screams while putting a piece of dragon scale, which had been attached to Draupnir’s sheath, into his pocket.

“So. Are you feeling a bit more cooperative now?”

[Urgh. How did I end up like this…!]

“Hardheadedness gets you nowhere. Life could have been much easier if you just listened. Now, just behave and start talking.”

‘The woman in the hallucinations you showed, where have I seen her?’

[You madman! I should be the one asking! What in the world is your relationship with that monster! That monster tore my soul apart and stuffed it into this confining shard!]

What is it talking about now? Khan frowned, unable to immediately decipher Draupnir’s words. Tore apart its soul and stuffed it into a shard?

‘You make it sound like you are the actual body of Draupnir.’

[Not like, it is the truth! You madman!]

The spirit shouted as though truly wronged, its body buzzing with agitation, which made Khan’s face turn grim. Tore the soul of the main body and trapped it in a replica?  Could that actually be possible?

For Khan, who had no expertise in magic and was a possessor from another dimension in a world where gods and demons exist, debating the existence of souls seemed ridiculous. However, the idea of tearing a soul apart and transferring it into an object was hard to digest.

‘So, what now… If she, indeed, transferred your main body into a replica. Then where is your main body?’

[Stupid human…! How would I know if the connection to the main body is severed!]

Faced with a very valid point, Khan was at a loss for words. That does make sense…


‘Then. The one who sent you from the ruins in the north of the continent to a rural kingdom in the western part was her?’

[I don’t know! After my soul was torn, I was in a deep slumber until I sensed the dragon energy from the scales you have! That was the first time I awoke!]

Useless thing…. Khan looked down at Draupnir, which was vibrating thoroughly, with a bitter expression.

All he knew was that his soul was torn and trapped in a replica by her… Tilly. How it ended up in the Kingdom of Argon remained a mystery.It was nothing more than noise and a sword with a vibrating feature added to it. 

[“Useless, you say? You madman. I am a great being who has torn through the loathsome scales of dragons and carved their hearts! Even if I’ve lost most of my memories due to the soul-shredding recoil, that fact remains unchanged! So show the proper respect!”]

“A smartphone can at least search for things. This one knows nothing…” 

Khan, seriously considering incorporating dragon scales into the scabbard, shook his head in frustration. 

He had no way to melt an object that remained unscratched even after taking hits from an A-grade skill. Moreover, absorbing the rest of its replicas might restore its memories. 

Thanks to Draupnir, he had also come to a clear realization.

For the first time across all cycles, Darkin received dragon scale fragments from someone. Draupnir appeared here in Wagner. And perhaps even the odd signs starting to emerge throughout the north…

All these events were somehow connected to her, Tilly Ashanumos.

*

*

*

Khan concluded his shopping with the purchase of an iron hammer for Ron. 

Thanks to Count Hefeldt practically giving away his goods for a pittance as a gesture of goodwill, Khan still had quite a bit of money left. 

“I was thinking of buying a greatsword, but with Draupnir…” 

Draupnir was longer and broader than a typical longsword, but for Khan, who was much larger than most, it was just the right size. 

“It’s a bit lighter than I’d like… but once I combine it with the rest of the replicas, it should be just right.”

Just serving as a conduit to distribute the surging power, Draupnir was practically fulfilling its purpose. 


“What’s left is dealing with Count Emil.”

In other words, assassination of a noble. 

Though he had accepted the task, by Midland standards, the assassination of a noble was decidedly against common sense. 

No law explicitly banned it, but that was the prevailing perception. Only a noble could kill another noble – that was considered common sense. 

Of course, for Khan, who came from the 21st century Earth where no such class system existed, this was hardly a concern. 

“Still, it feels risky.”

Wagner and Picard. Count Hefeldt and Count Emil. 

The conflict between the two cities and between the nobles was anything but simple. 

Count Hefeldt, having amassed abnormal wealth, could now pose a threat to higher noble positions. The noble factions and the royal family aimed to keep him in check. 

It was a complex situation intertwined with the unique political issues of the nobility…

“I need to move in a way that maximizes my benefit without getting caught in the crossfire.”

Just as he was filled with these thoughts, noise from outside broke his concentration. 

“Sir, something seems to have happened to Mr. Ron and Ms. Maya! We’ve lost contact with them at the guild…! Eek!”

Bang!

Khan, who opened the door suddenly, nearly collided with Jan, who let out a strange noise. 

Khan clicked his tongue at Jan’s unreliable appearance, securing the broadaxe and the iron hammer he bought for Ron to his waist and back, respectively. 

“Where did you lose contact?”

“It was just as they were entering the Shivering Woods. That was the last we heard, and now, even the messenger we sent has gone silent…”

“I hope it isn’t anything serious,” Jan said, looking to Khan for reassurance with uneasy eyes. 

“It’ll be fine. For now.”

“Really?!”

“Yes. That guy has a lifeline like no other.”

Ron, believed to own an A-grade skill or higher related to guiding, had an eerily keen intuition. It was unlikely he’d die easily. 

With Maya, a competent spearwoman in tow, even if they encountered a knight, escaping was possible. 

“Let’s go.”

“Okay!”

Deciding it was better to hurry than to explain every detail, Khan quickened his steps. 

The knights assigned by the count for escort duty were visibly startled by Khan’s sudden departure, but though they were surprised, they didn’t attempt to block his way.

“It seems like he’s taken it as a warning that recklessly making a move would mean death.” 

Khan snorted in derision, thinking of the count’s sly face, and quickly left the lodging through the front entrance. Swish. 

“Where do you think you’re going, barbarian?” 

However, no sooner had he stepped outside than a fierce blade was thrust towards Khan’s throat, as if it could pierce him at any moment. 

“Until His Grace’s orders are given. You are to wait here in this villa His Grace personally lent you.” 

It was Feneth, openly showing his murderous intent ever since Khan had played dumb and provoked him. 

“Or what? Have you decided to give up on the assignment now? Well, for a barbarian like you, that’s impossible. The private soldiers of Count Emil are renowned as strong forces in the kingdom, and the count himself is exceptionally talented…”

Suddenly, as Feneth thrust the sword and started praising Count Emil’s strength, Khan muttered under his breath. What on earth does this guy want?

“I’ve heard that barbarian are true warriors who know no fear, yet it seems that rumor was wrong. Boldly accepting the request only to sneak away…” 

“I’m going to carry out that request, so shut it.” 

“What…!” 

Perhaps Feneth wasn’t used to harsh words. Well, how often would a noble knight be told to shut up? Pushing away Feneth’s sword, which had been steamed with anger so much that one could feel his face redden even through the visor, Khan brushed past him with a mocking tone. “If it bothers you that much, either follow or challenge me, suit yourself. I need to go to this Shakenwood Forest or whatever it’s called to get my exclusive navigator.” After leaving with those incomprehensible words and taking the disciple of a magus with him, Feneth stood frozen in place for a long time. 

“M-m-my lord… Should we report to His Grace first…” 

“No need.” 

“Pardon?” 

“Return to the mansion and bring all the private soldiers here. Right now.” 

“Yes, sir!” 

The count’s private soldier, who might have nearly caught the sparks of anger for speaking out of turn, hastily vacated the place, surmising that sticking around might result in seeing blood. Although Feneth’s eyes were obscured by his visor, his voice alone was sufficient to tell that he was extremely enraged. 

‘Indeed. His Grace’s insight is remarkable.’ 

However, that was merely the soldier’s assumption. Feneth, often misunderstood due to his imperious speech and brusque demeanor, was among the count’s retainers the one who best understood the count’s intentions. He was not foolish enough to let emotions get the best of him.

“Barbarians are generally known for their aggressive nature, not knowing fear and not caring about differences in strength. That’s why he said to keep a close eye as they would readily jump into fights…’ 

Prepared for such a situation, Feneth had been the one to make an on-the-spot decision instead of staying by the count’s side, keeping watch over where the barbarian was staying. 

‘Plus, he mentioned Shakenwood Forest.’ 

Feneth’s eyes gleamed coolly. It was the place where each of the four knights under the count, having received their own fiefs and become manor knights, had gone on separate missions. There must be some problem there. 

‘Could it be that Count Emil has noticed his presence…?’ 

The worst-case scenario flashed through Feneth’s mind, but he immediately dismissed it. There are two knights. Even if a problem arose, they had the strength to resolve it on-site, and it wouldn’t matter even if the issue was beyond their capability. The strongest among the count’s knights, Feneth himself, would step in. ‘It would be better if Count Emil intervened.’ If that happened, it would be an opportunity to eliminate that insolent barbarian who had been a thorn in his side, as well as Count Emil. 

* * * 

“Damn it. What the hell are these guys so pissed about?” “They must think we’re people from Count Hefeldt’s side! We don’t have time to chat, run!” 

“Miss Maya! Even so, for you to be so curt with me, Ron Ironhammer, a mercenary with twenty years of experience…” 

“Shut up and run! You bald bastard! Unless you want your grave here in this cursed forest!” 

“I’m not bald; I’m Ron Ironhammer!”
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Chapter 035: Draupnir (4)

The Shivering Woods was so named because one could see the entire forest shake even on days without a breeze. In a time when superstitions and rumors were fervently believed, it was originally thought to be a cursed place, perhaps even the dwelling of dark magees or demons. The Count Hefeldt’s household stepped forward to unveil the truth about the rumors, which had kept people at bay for a while. It turned out to be the habitat of mouse-head monsters, a type of demon that Khan and Ron had previously encountered in the Necar Mountain. 

After a major extermination campaign, the Shivering Woods became the logging site for the city of Wagner. It was also then that a mine containing iron infused with the mana of the Western Great Mountains was discovered. Nonetheless, over time, extensive logging and mining led to the closure of the mine and the forest became barren.

“That such knights headed there would naturally arouse suspicion in boss,” remarked one.

“It’s blatantly suspicious, to be honest.”

“Why am I even involved in this…what in the world?”

Ron, Maya, and Diego reached the Shivering Woods just as Khan, disguised as an escort for Jan, had finished preparations to infiltrate the Count Hefeldt’s estate. It was upon Khan’s suggestion that there might be something there to resolve the issues with the Count’s estate, prompting the investigation. Although Khan had already saved the Count from a cursed magical sword by then, the group had no way of knowing, having already arrived at the Shivering Woods.

“Diego. You got the payment without a hitch, what’s this talk now?”

“Damn. So I’m supposed to stop more vicious than orcs from stuffing their pockets with money? That’s not a job; that’s blackmail.”

“Hehe. Brother, your face does look a bit villainous. But it’s not bad being with you. You have a deep sense of affection.”

“Affection in a barbarian… what nonsense.”

Maya sighed at the continuous bickering between the two since leaving Wagner. Couldn’t they see the danger they were walking into? It seemed impossible unless one had nerves of steel.

Yet, she couldn’t simply snap at them, adding to her frustration. On one hand, there was a swordsman dragged along against his will, and on the other, a veteran recognized even by the kingdom for his expertise.

‘How has someone with such a temperament survived as a mercenary for over twenty years? The Executioner. It’s remarkable he even keeps such an ignorant fellow around.’

Based on observations, Ron seemed the least capable member of Khan’s group. There was no question about Khan, the so-called Executioner, and the frail mage was none other than a disciple of a magus. In comparison, Ron seemed nothing more than a noisy uncle.

“Hold on. Something feels off about this place ahead.”

Suddenly, Ron halted the group’s advance with the vague justification that something felt “off”.

Experienced as he was, Diego did not take Ron’s words lightly. The intuition of a long-surviving mercenary could be a sufficient reason on its own.

“A feeling? I hear nothing unusual, nor do I see anything odd.”

Maya wasn’t convinced. Her position had been secured at a young age through exceptional talent and skill, which impressed the head of the association enough to offer her a key role. Though a district chief in the mercenary association, she had little understanding of the actual lives of mercenaries.


“Shh. I’ll take the lead.”

Ron didn’t bother to suppress Maya’s view or waste time convincing her, taking the lead and the risk upon himself to guide the group.

The group proceeded more cautiously from then on. Watching Ron’s slow advancement, Maya felt frustrated. The forest, practically a plain now due to logging, allowed clear visibility, appearing to her as if there was no need for such cautious progression.

“…There’s a body up ahead.”

After some time, Ron murmured softly, barely loud enough for the group to hear, seeming rather dismayed.

A body? Startled, Diego halted abruptly, while Maya craned her neck forward to peer ahead.

Her expression hardened.

“Damn it all.”

Maya couldn’t help but revert to her usual way of speaking as she cursed under her breath. But this was no time to worry about her language.

“A knight is dead. I’m not seeing things, right? Tell me I’m not.”

“Shut up and draw your sword.”

“What? Why a sword now?”

“Draw it if you must!”

Maya, who had not yet come to her senses, scolded Diego as she reached for the spear affixed to her back, casting her gaze downward.

A corpse, previously hidden behind a massive tree trunk, lay there.

The plate armor, soiled with blood and mud, lay still, a silent testament to its deceased state.

The armor was dented in several places, and the hand that held a sword was crushed beyond recognition.

What this signified was clear.

“We need to run. It seems too late to turn back, so we must dash forward as fast as we can.”

Ron proposed in a somewhat stiff voice. This time, Maya didn’t argue. The gruesomely murdered knight’s corpse was proof enough of Ron’s correct intuition.


Swoosh─!

“Crossbows!”

The pursuit caught up to them shortly after. Arrows whizzed past the rapidly moving group.

“It’s the count’s private army! Why are they here…!”

Diego glanced back while running and let out a scream.

It was right after they spotted a group armed with plate-covered leather armor, pikes, and crossbows, aiming to protect their vitals.

“……”

The mere sight of them chasing after the group, not uttering a single word, was eerily spine-chilling.

Despite all running at the same pace, their accuracy with the crossbows hardly faltered.

It was evidence of their skill, rumored to be powerful enough to be renowned throughout the kingdom.

“Damn it. What grudge do those bastards have against us to go this far!”

“We must be mistaken for people from Count Hefeldt’s side! No time for chit-chat, keep running!”

“Miss Maya! Even so, this baldie Ron has been a mercenary for twenty years; a bit more words wouldn’t hurt……”

“Shut up and run! Unless you want your grave in this damn forest, baldie!”

Maya’s aggressive tone conveyed the urgency of their situation.

The visible count was at least a dozen. Above all, the assassin of Count Hefeldt’s knight was nowhere to be seen.

“Push a little harder! They can’t keep up with us forever!”

Ron raised his voice to encourage the group.

His words were not in vain.

Even the most well-trained soldiers had their physical limits as ordinary humans, and the group’s lighter armament played to their advantage.


“There! Those bastards are starting to tire out!”

After what felt like dozens of minutes but was actually only a few, the chase began to distance themselves.

However, Ron did not slow down, loudly directing the way as he continued forward.

“……Just a bit further, and we’ll come across an abandoned mine. It might be a deserted facility, but it’s bound to be better than being out in the open. There might be something usable there.”

He provided a proper destination to the group, an abandoned mine deep within the Quivering Wood, possible because Ron had once been commissioned to deal with monsters that appeared in the mine.

“Huff! Huff!”

“……!”

Diego, the one running out of breath the fastest, was gasping. Maya was trying not to show it, but her breathing became heavier, and surprisingly, Ron, despite carrying a hefty hammer, was in the best condition.

“We’ll slow down a bit now. Steadily… we’ll soon reach the abandoned mine.”

Diego and Maya, reaching their limits, gratefully followed Ron’s lead. Before long, they saw a half-destroyed fence come into view.

They had undoubtedly arrived at the mine Ron mentioned.

“We should be safe for now. Let’s recover our strength here……”

“Duck!”

Clang─!

Suddenly, Maya, reacting to a sword thrust from beyond the fence, swiftly swung her spear, deflecting it.

“Ugh…!”

‘What power!’

Maya’s body staggered greatly, and a moan slipped through her teeth. Considering her unstable breathing and posture, the force behind the sword strike was tremendous despite her swift response.

“Lady! Ha─ya─!”At that moment, Ron brought down his hammer with force, and the unidentified attacker quickly retrieved their sword.

Crack!

The already compromised fence was instantly shattered. Naturally, the identity of the attacker hiding behind it was revealed as well.

“A tiny… child?”

Diego murmured in a bewildered voice upon seeing the assailant’s appearance.

Unexpectedly, the attacker was a person smaller in stature than the female, Maya, with a round physique. 

No, to be precise…

“A, a dwarf…?”

“Hmph! You damned fools! Acting as if you’ve never seen one before! Just come at me!”

A race, dwarves, now a rare sight on the lands of Midland.

“What the hell. What am I looking at here? Why would a dwarf be in this godforsaken place….”

“You bloody lot! Stop yapping and come at me! I’ll drill holes in all your heads!”

“Dwarves are known for their foul mouths indeed. It’d be trouble if we ran into his kind.”

“What are you whispering about! I told you to come at me!”

Vroom! Vroom!

A sinister sound emanated from the sword wildly swung by the dwarf. It was the unmistakable might of a dwarf, a strength incomparable to humans.

“It seems there’s some misunderstanding here. My friends here and I mean you no harm! Moreover, we too were chased here, possibly by the same folks you’re wary of!”

“I’d sooner trust an elf’s humility than believe that! I know humans lie as easily as they breathe! So, either bug off or come at me, choose!”

“Damn. Looks like he’s not in the mood for a chat,” Diego said to Maya, his tone reflecting his frustration. It was clear he wanted her to try and negotiate since Ron’s attempts at calming the situation weren’t working.

Maya herself was bewildered by the appearance of a creature she had not expected to encounter.

‘A dwarf…’

Fortunately, Maya did not need to come up with a clever plan.

The dwarf, who had been glaring at Ron as if wanting to kill him, suddenly eased his aggression.

“Eh? But that face… It looks familiar. Weren’t you the dumb one standing guard in front of the priest at the mansion? Yes, it’s the same stupid look. Absolutely the same!”

“I am not stupid! It’s true I accompanied the priest as a guard!”

“Hmm. So, you’re really not an enemy? But why would someone guarding priests in another city be here?”

“I’ll explain.”

Maya, regaining her composure amidst the absurd exchange between the confused humans and the dwarf, laid out the circumstances that had led their group to the abandoned mine and produced a gold badge stamped with the mercenary guild’s seal as proof, to wrap up her explanation.

“Hmm… Doesn’t seem like a lie. But I don’t get it. If you want to solve the Count’s problem, you should be storming his mansion, not here. Did you come seeking death?”

“Rather, we’d like to ask you. It appears you work under Count Hefeldt. Why are you here now that the mansion is sealed off? And why did the manor’s knights head this way so belatedly…”

“What would a dwarf want? Came here to craft weaponry! Needed the rare metals deep within these mines. And those tin cans from the mansion were supposed to bring me back on orders. Well, one’s dead, and the other’s sprawled inside.”

The dwarf spoke with a hint of hostility in his voice.

For reasons unknown, the relationship between Count Hefeldt’s side and him didn’t seem entirely amenable.

“Anyway. I’ve nothing more to say to ones who came here to die. Might as well capture me and hand me over to that rotten nobleman.”

“Human nobleman?”

Ron asked, his eyes widening, seemingly having an idea of the nobleman the dwarf referred to.

“The nobility, of course! Who else but Count Hefeldt, with whom I’ve been at odds day in and day out?”

“Hmm… I feared as much.”

‘I wondered who would murder a knight in such a ghastly manner…’

As Ron realized the identity of the other party, he swallowed hard.

A nobleman who was among the strongest forces raised by the kingdom, an ex-Royal Guard of the previous monarchy. Before the current king of Argon was recognized as such, he had sworn allegiance and earned his noble status through distinguished service.

Count Emil.

“It seems you’ve realized you’ve bitten off more than you can chew. Maybe it’s best to flee now…”

“This is bad─! Truly dire, this is!”

“Damnation! Why the outcry now?”

The dwarf’s gaze, looking at him as if he were insane, was the least of Ron’s concerns.

“Shit. Accused of murdering a noble… And a knight of the king at that? This is a serious problem!”

At this moment, in Ron’s mind, the images of Darke and the Viscount Emil overlapped, the latter of whom had been gruesomely murdered.
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“We must escape by any means necessary! Idling around here and running into Sir Khan and Count Emil would be far worse.”

“What are you blabbering about? There are more than thirty bodies piled up here; what escape are you talking about? I don’t know who this Khan guy is, but….”

“It’s better if you don’t know. Ignorance is bliss, as they say. That’s my sincere advice for your own good.”

The dwarf truly wondered if this human had lost his mind. Why else would he not understand?

Not knowing anything substantial, yet crawling through the Shivering Woods, only to suggest escape before this so-called strange man arrives. The reasoning was beyond comprehension.

“Given Sir Khan’s temperament, he won’t stand idle knowing one is a noble…. No, he’d rather break their necks. The man is obsessed with fighting, after all.”

“Is this Khan fellow not human, then? Perhaps a Greenskin warrior or something? What kind of nonsense is that?”

“Something like that. Think of something even more dreadful. Anyway, staying here will lead to….”

Oh no. Just as Ron detailed the horrifying nature of ‘Khan’, he slapped his forehead.

The dwarf, initially knitting his eyebrows at Ron’s gesture, turned his head to look beyond the fence, in the direction from which Ron and his group had come.

“Darn! We’ve been followed!”

“I thought we had completely shaken them off! This must not have been tracking but….”

“Watch out──!”

As Maya raised her voice, three mercenaries and a dwarf artisan ducked low, almost kissing the ground.

Bang!

A wave of intense heat swept over them. Luckily, it wasn’t a direct hit, and it seemed to have only scorched the fence, but it was hardly a stroke of luck.

“Hefeldt. So, that scoundrel has commanded some rabble again. Just three mercenaries? This is utterly disappointing.”

The voice, deep and powerful, conveyed an undeniable strength. Everyone immediately thought of one name. Count Emil.

“Lift your heads. I made sure to control it so you wouldn’t get hurt.”


“Damn it. Wasn’t that gentleman a knight? Why the hell is he casting magic like a madman…!”

“There’s a mage right there, you imbecile!”

Despite their bickering, Ron and the dwarf were the first to get up.

Then, Diego, looking rather pale, glanced at Maya before slowly retreating.

“So, we meet at last, Dwarf.”

“Ptu! I had no desire to see you!”

Despite the dwarf spitting directly in his face, Count Emil hardly reacted. He stood solid as a rock.

That was the collective thought of those who faced him.

His armor, engraved with various runes, and an unsheathed sword that looked exceptionally magnificent even at a glance.

Count Emil, draped in a surcoat with the family crest, epitomized the ideal of knighthood.

“Hmm. I had hoped for at least the Count’s most trusted, Feneth, to fall into this trap, but this makes for a poor exchange.”

“You speak the truth!”

“My friend died by his hand. Please, allow me the honor of killing him the next time we cross paths!”

The soldiers, lined up behind him, showed no sign of disarray, keenly ready for any impending battle.

“While this Dwarf is under our control, all will be possible. Even transforming this barren city, known only for its monster-infested mountain ranges, into a prosperous land, thanks to the craftsmanship of the Broken Anvil Workshop.”

“Craftsmanship my foot! I won’t make anything for you, even if you capture me! Once the agreed time is up, I’m leaving this cursed continent for good!”

“Well, that is not for me to worry about. Once we have the dwarf, we’ll work something out. Dwarf.”

Count Emil said, directing his gaze towards a figure standing by his side.

Wrapped in a bulky robe, holding a staff embedded with spells. The quintessential mage look.

Ron knew right then, it had to be this mage who used magic to track them down.


“Next time, it will hit directly. Well, you might be lucky enough to dodge the spell, but luck doesn’t last forever. Being burnt to death is all the same.”

“I, I was just dragged here against my will! Just a porter!”

Diego, now seemingly facing execution by fire, protested in vain.

For Count Emil and his soldiers, who had long fought Wagner’s mercenaries, there was more than enough motivation to tear Diego apart.

“Stop with the foolish talk and get inside! There are items within the barrier we can use.”

It was the moment the dwarf shouted out in anger. The mage’s staff sparked with a red light, releasing a fireball the size of a human head into the air. The fireball, hurled at a speed faster than anticipated, approached them, but the group, following the dwarf’s lead, moved deeper inside before it could reach them. Though it felt like they were trapping themselves while being surrounded, there was no other way to survive, as breaking through the front seemed impossible.

Boom! The fireball hit the empty ground, erupting into a tall pillar of flame before dispersing. The robed mage didn’t stop there; he muttered something under his breath, preparing a new spell. 

“Tighten the noose.” 

Following that command, Count Emil’s armed soldiers, wielding crossbows and spears, began to close the distance on their encircled prey, spreading out as they moved further into the depths of the abandoned mine.

“There should be a crudely made ballista on the ground over there! Use it to fire back!” 

Inside the mine, Ron and his party widened their eyes in surprise. They were greeted by two hastily made ballistae and a sturdy barricade woven from dense wood. How long had they been hiding in this mine to prepare such defenses? Surely, it wasn’t just a matter of having the time. It was a feat that could only be accomplished by dwarves, the craftsmen who could create anything given the right materials.

“Hey! Damn tin can! Stop loitering and come help! They’re here!” 

Their unexpected reinforcement came in the form of a knight with a dented helmet, seemingly just finished adjusting his armor, moving its joints as he stepped forward. The Count of Hefeldt’s manorial knight found his duty without needing further explanation upon overhearing the conversation from within, making his way through the gaps of the wooden barricade woven by the dwarf.

“This might just work…” 

“Quit talking nonsense. Grab the ballista. We’re only biding time as it is.” 

Maya sharply warned, grasping her spear. The enemy consisted of at least three to four dozen elite soldiers, including a mage and a former royal guard. Their side? A lone dwarf, a knight whose morale seemed dampened by injury, a fairly skilled swordsman for a mercenary, an experienced veteran mercenary, and herself. Even a brief tally revealed their severe disadvantage.

The presence of the mage was the most despair-inducing aspect. How long the wooden barricade could hold against the mage’s red magic was uncertain. 

“Burn them!” 

The mage’s another display of red magic sent five fire arrows towards the barricade and the knight peeking out from behind it. The arrows, made of flames, lodged into the barricade, scattering embers. Just that was enough to make their faces flush and sweat drip down.

Whoosh! Two of the fire arrows were extinguished by the knight’s swift movement and the blue aura emanating from his swing, but that momentary action slowed him, unable to completely fend off the heat seeping inside his armor. 


“Fire! Keep firing the crossbows until they’re all spent!” 

A man wearing a helmet decorated with a flag, seemingly the captain of the soldiers, raised his voice.

Shh-shshshsh! Thud, thud, thud! More than a dozen crossbow bolts lodged into the barricade. Despite the dwarf’s hasty construction holding up somewhat, it wouldn’t last long with holes gaping open everywhere. 

“…If the barricade falls, aim at the mage and Count Emil at the same time with the ballista. Then take that chance to escape with the dwarf.” 

The manorial knight’s suggestion was a decision likely reached from their dire situation. Lacking manpower and sufficient equipment, the priority seemed to focus on at least saving the dwarf.

Maya bit her lip in frustration. ‘Fuck, does it really look like we can escape from here?’

“Escape? More like, jump in there and die?” 

Diego, holding back his grievances out of respect for the knight’s resolve, finally shouted in desperation. It was a bold move he wouldn’t normally dare to take. The issue was, amid their conversation, the barricade started to break apart. And then— Boom! Another fireball shot through, striking precisely at the already precarious barricade.

“Fire! Right─now─!”  

There was no more time for leisurely persuasion.  

The knight of the manor bellowed till his throat bled, igniting his aura and charging out.  

Thunk! Thunk!  

The projectiles launched from the ballista, hastily crafted by the dwarf, weren’t arrows but items nearly akin to spears.  

The private soldiers, who couldn’t have even imagined a ballista inside the closed mine, hesitated in their response, and in the blink of an eye, they charged towards Emil, the Count on horseback, and the mage standing below him.  

“Ha!”  

Crrrack!  

“Damn. Impossible…!”  

Diego’s astonishment followed immediately.  

Count Emil, snorting in contempt, had sliced the ballista in two with his sword. Was it even possible? To precisely split a spear shot from a ballista?  

‘So this is a royal knight. An actual monster!’  

Haunted by shock, Diego hastily glanced over his party. Urging an onslaught was a regrettable mistake once he noticed Ron and Maya’s distressed expressions.  

To die here, pathetically? At the hands of that barbaric brute?  

“Damn. We’re really screwed now.”  

Even Ron, employed as the guide, seemed to share the sentiment, murmuring words of defeat to himself.  

However, Diego was mistaken in his guess.  

The meaning behind Ron’s words was the flash of hope that maybe, just maybe, they might survive if they just stayed put.  

In a situation that anyone would reckon as a certain death.  

It could be one of three things:

Either his intuition was wrong for once, or a way out of this situation had presented itself, or else…  

“Get lost! You can hardly handle your aura, you novice!”  

“Cough!”  

‘Damn. We’re done for.’  

Seeing the manor knight knocked down in a single blow had Ron squinting his eyes shut.  

Now certain of something impossible that might solve their dilemma.  

“Just stay back. No need to charge in and get caught up in this.”  

“Caught up in? In what exactly…?”  

“That.”  

They were meant to avoid tangling with a real monster. Just after Ron bafflingly uttered these words.  

Thud…  

The sound of something solid colliding echoed like a death knell, small yet drowning out the noise of the battlefield.  

Then there was a flop- as the hooded mage toppled over, revealing his face as his robe was peeled away.  

“Ugh…!”  

Someone screamed as if the wind was knocked out of them.  

For it was the fireball-casting mage who had toppled over.  

Who could it be… or rather, how did someone assassinate the mage protected by Count Emil?  

“Who goes there─!”  

The Count, having suddenly lost his only mage, roared in fury.  

“It’s me, you bastards.”  

The reply contorted the Count’s face further.  

It sounded like vulgar trash talk one would expect from a street thug, making Ron press his forehead and mutter, 

“Oh, damn it all.”  

“If you don’t want to die, make yourself scarce… though, I don’t see anyone worth sparing.”  

The voice that assassinated the Count’s mage and insulted the Count himself slowly walked between the two groups, revealing itself.  

In one hand, he wielded a large, single-bladed axe. On his belt, the Dragon-Slaying Sword Draupnir. On his back, a hammer as heavy as a boulder.  

The man said, “Come at me. Count Emily or Emil or whatever. Let’s finish this and see if there’s any money to be made.”  

The Count’s face twisted at the crass banter reminiscent of a 21st-century keyboard warrior.  
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“Utterly barbaric.”

That was the first thought that came to Count Emil, after being rather unexpectedly insulted. To appear out of nowhere, kill his mage, and then insult him—he, a well-armed noble leading his own private soldiers? Such behavior was unfathomable unless one was out of their mind.

“…First of all,”

However, Emil didn’t rush towards the barbarian in rage or order his soldiers to behead the intruder. He paused for a moment, silently appraising the stone pieces that shattered his mage’s face and the limbs of the barbarian, which appeared as sturdy as tree trunks.

“He seems quite powerful. I wonder how he compares to a Great Warrior of the Black Wing Duke…” Finding an appropriate point of comparison was difficult. The Great Warrior of the Black Wing Duke was a monster who could beat down most knights with a club.

Yet, to consider this insolent barbarian in front of him as an equal seemed somewhat… off.

“I am a glorious knight sworn in allegiance to the heart of Argon, the sharpest sword and shield in defense of the lands granted by our king. You, the crude barbarian, reveal your name before you dare tarnish our honorable names!”

The conclusion he arrived at was simple. Probe a little. Perhaps learn the barbarian’s name, find out why this uncivilized brute targeted him, and if a fight could be avoided, maybe even attempt to negotiate…

“An awful lot of talk.”

“What?”

The count was taken aback by the crude reply, just as a heavy thud resonated, making the already towering barbarian seem like a true giant.

“What madness!”

Clang! Sword enveloped in aura clashed against a single-edged axe.

The strike, though sudden, was not too quick for the guard captain to react to. The power of the axe, coming down from above, wasn’t enough to completely overcome the knight’s aura-enhanced body.

However, the horse Emil was riding wasn’t so fortunate and died instantly with its spine snapped.

“Your grace…!”

Emil’s posture was utterly compromised—a fatal vulnerability, especially against a warrior successful in a surprise attack.

“Let’s see if you can withstand this.”

The barbarian lifted his axe for another strike, a sight Emil witnessed as he gritted his teeth, spreading his aura more broadly across his body for enhancement. Psychological toughening was one of the most basic yet crucial uses of aura, primarily because knights had to fight using their bodies.


“Do not underestimate me─!”

Emil roared, the aura enhancing his physique seemingly amplifying his voice as well, causing distant ears to ring.

“I will not be defeated so easily!”

Indeed, the barbarian in front of him was formidable: he had agility that belied his massive frame and strength enough to dismount Emil, despite his aura-enhanced, armor-clad body.

Yet, Emil never doubted his victory.

Magess wield the mysteries of spells, paladins are fortified with divine power and blessings, and dark mages invoke demons’ power with their dark magic.

And aura?

Aura could become anything.

If the wielder was skilled enough, they could enhance their body, shape aura into a form as massive as siege engines, or even concentrate it to launch at enemies like magic.

It wasn’t outstanding in any specific area, but it could be wielded in any direction. That was the power of aura, something a mere brute of a barbarian could not comprehend.

Employing all his skills in physical enhancement, Emil gripped his sword with both hands and swung upwards. The blue light of aura reached the barbarian’s axe before it could fully swing.

‘I’ve won…!’

At that moment, Emil was convinced of his victory. The barbarian’s axe hadn’t properly swung, but his sword’s thrust was at its maximum power, fueled by even more aura than before.

Even if the barbarian’s physical strength surpassed that of humans, Emil was on the same level now.

At least, that’s what he thought.

‘It seems I’m getting the hang of this…’

Sure enough, there’s nothing quite like a tin can for a punching bag. Khan, concealing his strength, smirked slightly.

Emil sensed something ominous, but it was too late to retreat.

Thus, Emil’s sword and Khan’s axe, swung in an awkward position, collided.

Thunk…Crackling──!


The outcome was immediate and startlingly passionate. Khan’s axe slammed down Count Emil’s sword without the slightest hint of resistance.

There was no chance to withstand it.

As the pressure from the collision made it seem as though his eyes would pop out, Count Emil’s body was pushed down as if hammered into the ground by a mallet.

It was as if something beneath the earth pulled him down.

“…….”

Silence enveloped the arena.

As if on cue, everyone shut their mouth, focusing their gaze on the barbarian who had just slammed a knight of the king’s guard into the ground.

“Damn. That guy is definitely done for.”

Though Ron muttered this in dismay, Khan decided to let it slide, feeling surprisingly good due to his rapidly increased strength being well-managed after all.

It wasn’t like he had killed the man.

“So. I’ve planted your boss in the ground. Now, if anyone wants a taste of revenge, raise your hand.”

“…….”

No response came.

How could they face the barbarian who had struck down a royal guard knight in a single blow? Even with their overwhelming numbers, none of the soldiers were willing to risk their lives for revenge on their employer.

Loyalty is pledged to the living. With their employer dead, what loyalty was there to speak of?

Thud. Thud.

Khan inwardly smirked at the sight.

Just as expected of these medieval folks… Judging by how quickly they kneel, it seems their agility stat is higher than that of the elven assassins.

“Hmm. I wanted to test it on someone a bit weaker…”

Unfortunately, it seems that won’t happen. As Khan reluctantly licked his lips, the sound made the soldiers who had thrown their weapons down and knelt shiver in fear.


“Oh right, there was another tin can.”

“I have no intention of fighting you. Seeing how you are hostile to the Count, you must be a mercenary sent by His Excellency.”

“That may be so, but…”

Khan examined the sturdy-looking tin can from head to toe.

Feeling the chill, the manor knight expressed with his entire body that he truly did not wish to fight Khan. He quickly sheathed his sword and even made a show of throwing off his armor.

In the end, with a lick of his lips, Khan had no choice but to give up.

‘Ah, what a shame.’

Just a bit more and he would have gotten the hang of it.

*

*

*

“Dwarf?”

“Why, why. Is it your first time seeing a dwarf? You monster!”

“Why is this little guy picking a fight. After I spared his life, no less.”

Do you want to be punched? Khan bit back his retort, locking eyes with the dwarf who barely reached his belly.

“I get it now.”

“What do you mean you get it!”

“The equipment from the Broken Anvil. I was wondering why the information window popped up, turns out it’s because they were made by a dwarf.”

“Information window? What nonsense is that…”

“Haha! You keep making no sense, seems like our dwarf friend is tired. Right? Say it’s so!”

Ugh! Ugh! The dwarf, caught in Ron’s grasp, kicked his legs in the air.

“Khan, boss! This friend seems like he needs some rest, but how did you manage to get here so quickly?”

“I came because the problem with the Count was solved and then I lost contact with you.”

“Wait a moment. You mean to say you’ve resolved the issue with His Grace? Barbarian!”

‘These guys sure have a way with words.’

Khan clicked his tongue, observing the dwarf and the tin can that kept riling him up. The thought crossed his mind whether he should just close his eyes and give them a good wallop.

“Haha…! I thought you’d handle it easily, brother. As expected of the Executioner of the North……. Ugh!”

“Don’t bring up that name.”

“You’re the one who mentioned it first!”

It’s always the one who deals the final blow who ends up getting beaten. Khan, mulling over this wisdom gained from social interactions, decided to engage the slightly calmer dwarf in conversation before interrogating the tin can about various matters.

There was something he needed to confirm first.

“Most dwarves should have headed out to sea. What’s keeping you in such a backwater? It doesn’t seem like you’re particularly dedicated to making equipment.”

After all, the item information window went as far as to include “roughly made” in its description, so there had to be truth in that.

Only those dwarves who had the right to their own forge, surpassing even the human blacksmiths known as masters, could make equipment that even shoddily made would show up in an item information window.

“So, what’s the reason for such a master craftsman to be idling away his time in some backwater town?” 

That was what Khan was curious about. 

“Why? Because I made a promise with that noble’s bastard father, that’s why! That damned human. I never thought he’d dare to swindle me like that…!” 

“If you’re caught in an unfair contract, couldn’t you just leave? They wouldn’t dare do anything to you, not with the Dwarven Kingdom watching.” 

“Human and dwarves are different. Why would we make promises if we were going to break them so easily? Anyway, since there was no promise that I’d work properly, I’m just working half-heartedly.” 

So that was it. 

Khan told him to rest before walking towards the tin can buried in the ground himself. 

By then, the person had regained consciousness and was struggling. 

“Working hard, I see. Do you want to live that badly?” 

“You…! Don’t insult me! You can’t kill me anyway!” 

Khan’s lips curved up at the can, who seemed certain of his own survival. 

“Are you assuming I won’t kill you because you think I fear the royal family’s revenge? Well, I’m just passing through Argon after collecting my money. And the warriors of the Frost Gorge don’t hesitate to kill their foes.” 

“…!” 

Perhaps reminiscing about the rumors of barbarian, the tin can opened his eyes wide with fear. 

“Originally, Count Hefeldt tasked me to kill you. Why wouldn’t I?” 

“If you kill me, you won’t escape the kingdom alive! The knights of the royal family will kill you─!” 

“Well, I doubt the royal family will take much action now.” 

Don’t you know better? The former royal guard. When Khan whispered this so only the Count Emil could hear, Emil visibly flinched through his armor. 

“How could you possibly know that?” his eyes seemed to say. 

“Perhaps a dark mage in the woods told me?” 

“What kind of nonsense…” 

“If you don’t understand, that’s fine. Let’s move on to a constructive discussion. About the only way for you to stay alive and keep your life.” 

Emil was noticeably shaken by Khan’s words. 

Acting as if he was going to kill Emil, only to suddenly offer a way out. 

This barbarian, who seemed naught but a simple monster, spoke like a skilled negotiator. 

“Weren’t barbarian just beastly figures in human form?” 

“All I want is simple. Just tell me where this weapon came from.” 

“That is…!” 

Yet, what shocked him was not the sudden display of the red sword. 

How could he be sane, holding that? They said the curse on it could enchant a mage instantly! 

“It seems I can hear your brain racing from here. You shouldn’y be in a position to mull over this.” 

“You uncivilized barbarian. I would respect the victor’s right in a fair duel, but how can I trust someone who knows nothing of honor and resorts to ambush?” 

At Emil’s loud talking of fair duels and ambushes, Khan let out a scornful laugh. 

It was clear what he was thinking. 

“Looking for a way to save face now that you see a chance to survive, huh?” 

Surely, the nobility had their cunning ways of negotiation, insinuating their loss was due to an ambush… 

Whether his words had an effect or not, a glimmer of hope flickered in the eyes of the quickly surrendering soldiers. 

Khan wasn’t entirely pleased with their reaction. 

However, he decided to play along with Emil’s nonsense. 

‘If it gets me the information I want, I can afford to bolster his pride a bit.’

“Battle is just a means to victory. It doesn’t matter what you babble. Our god has decreed it so. Likewise, we detest lies. Our god deems it unbecoming of a warrior.” 

“…” 

It was a crudely barbaric statement, yet it allowed Count Emil to preserve some dignity even in his abject surrender and defeat. 

Khan’s prediction was accurate. 

Hearing this, Count Emil fell deep into thought. How much could he trust the barbarian in front of him? 

And was it safe to give him the information he wanted? Such thoughts tangled his mind. 

But his pondering didn’t last long. 

After all, he had more reasons to live than to die. 

“…That cursed sword came from a dead mage who brought it. To be exact, it was sent from somewhere he belonged to.” 

“There’s a group?” 

Certainly not a mage tower. Does the Argon Kingdom have its separate group of mages? That can’t be, they seemed too weak… 

Catching on to Khan’s doubt, Count Emil added with uncertainty, along with an unavoidable name. 

“He claimed himself a seeker of mysteries. Yes, he definitely called himself a follower of truth…” 

“A follower of truth…?” 

Why them, again?
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In the gaming community, there was a joke that went, “No matter where you go, there’s always at least one Follower of Truth.” This referred to the fervent activity and vast realms of influence of a certain group. Villains who would not hesitate to commit the most heinous acts in the pursuit of their version of ‘truth’. In terms of their actions, this group of mages, known as the Followers of Truth, could be compared to psychopaths or even dark mages.

“Perhaps they’re even more villainous because they operate openly in the light, wielding power,” someone might think. Starting from the empire’s nobility, to owning immense trading companies, to being part of the royal family… Among the members of the Followers of Truth were individuals who, even without their magical prowess, could significantly influence the continent’s politics.

“It was Tilly who trapped the resentment within Draupnir’s true form into a replica, wasn’t it? Yet, the actual transport of that item was done by completely different people? They’ve joined hands.” Khan easily unraveled the hidden cause and effect.

“If my suspicions are correct, then Tilly’s identity is….” If Khan was right, it was quite a rational choice for the Followers of Truth to join hands with Tilly. People armed with extremist magical absolutism and a mage’s characteristic arrogance and sense of superiority, they wouldn’t refuse Tilly’s offer.

“…Do you think the Followers of Truth will be of help in achieving your goals, Tilly?” Khan’s expression turned peculiar at the situation that intertwined with regrets from the past. It was a mix of a smile and a grimace. Perhaps, the day for their reunion was not far off.

In the moment when Tilly’s purpose-driven path crosses with Khan’s aimless wandering… “I should not hesitate then,” Khan quietly resolved to himself. That would be the moment to make her pay for betraying them all.

***

“The Followers told me that if I helped them secure the dwarf hidden within Count Hefeldt’s domain, and in return, they would ensure the Count’s downfall. And they handed over that cursed sword.”

“Did you naively believe them? Believing in mages, what a fool.”

“…I can’t disclose everything but I had reasons to believe them.”

“You must have a great secret. What were your plans after securing the dwarf? Had any plans?”

Count Emil firmly shook his head, still half-buried in the ground. “After the Count destroyed himself under the curse of the magic sword, all that would be left is his incompetent son. I didn’t need any particular plan. Especially since I had no use for a dwarf.”

“Well…”

“To be recognized for incompetence by a sworn enemy,” Khan thought. That’s impressive in its own right. Remembering the noble young man who eagerly shared information, Khan stood up. “Seems like there’s nothing more to know. And you don’t seem to know much either.”

“…Aren’t you going to ask about the truth of this war?”

“What’s the use in knowing that?”

Emil looked at Khan as if asking if he was serious, but to Khan, it was obvious. He had gotten involved in this matter purely by chance. If not for the existence of Draupnir, he wouldn’t have accepted Count Hefeldt’s request.

“I have a rough idea already.”

“Then, I’ve told you everything I know. Keep your promise. You barbarian.”


“Yes, I will. Just not in the way you hope.”

Khan swallowed these words; the man would find out soon enough.

“Ah, Warrior! You’re here, right? Warrior─!” A familiar voice called out, and Khan chuckled. They sure took their time.

The sound of multiple horses galloping approached rapidly.

“This sound…!”

One could feel Emil’s face contorting in frustration through his voice. As the sound drew nearer, observing Emil’s desperate attempts to escape the pit, Khan secured his axe at his waist. “To have so many friends come to see you, you really are quite the socialite.”

“You promised to spare me! You damned barbarian…!”

“I only said I’d let you live.” Khan hadn’t promised to send him back home in one piece. Amid his jeering, the owners of the approaching sounds revealed themselves.

Count Hefeldt’s private soldiers, fully armed as if for war, and Feneth wearing shining armor appeared, carrying the pale-faced Jan like luggage. “Now, it’s time to milk the other side.”

“I got more than I bargained for, just for catching a tin can.”

Feneth was utterly baffled by the scene unfolded before him.

Even considering the circumstances, the bald exposure of a dwarf, a secret that should have been the biggest of the Count’s house, was inevitable.

‘Why is the count … like that?’

Count Emil is strong.

Even setting aside his former title as a royal guard, he surpasses the average skill level of the kingdom’s knights in both handling aura and swordsmanship.

Of course, compared to the current royal guards, Count Emil was an expert whom it’d be embarrassing to just refer to by the title of guard given his prowess.

He secured his position thanks to his service during the king’s youth.

It was obvious he would be weaker now than in his prime.

‘But…’

Even so, Count Emil was a formidable opponent who Feneth alone could not handle, and with his personally trained mercenaries added to the mix, they exhibited the combat power to swiftly dispatch hundreds with just tens.


The sight of such Count Emil buried in the ground with only his head visible, and his elite mercenaries all surrendering, forced Feneth to deny the reality before him.

“You came quicker than I thought. Or should I say late since everything’s already over? Anyway…”

Khan’s words, delivered in a surprisingly light manner, made Feneth frown. What nonsensical thing is this brute going to spout now…

“As you can see, the Count’s request has been fulfilled. They are all captured alive, which could even be considered exceeding expectations. You’ll consider this when paying the fee, right? Else it would be tiresome for both of us.”

Feneth was at a loss for words, his mouth opening and closing.

Had it not been for his helmet hiding his face, his bewildered expression would have been completely visible.

“…The request was supposed to be the count’s death.”

After a not insignificant silence, this was the remark he managed to get out, met with a response as if to say, what absurdity is this?

“Going through the trouble of capturing them alive, and you say it’s disappointing?”

“The success of the request was clearly defined by the count’s death. There was no need to… capture him alive.”

“Are you serious? This man is the enemy’s leader, and those kneeling are the elite of the enemy. Even someone from the cold mountains like me knows it’s better to use them alive than dead.”

“That’s right!”

A voice suddenly chimed in from behind Feneth. It was Jan, who had agreed to move separately but ended up accompanying Feneth.

‘That damned mage…’

Feneth gritted his teeth.

Regardless, this barbarian was speaking sense.

Having captured the leader and the majority of the city’s strength amidst the conflict, they could essentially force an unconditional surrender.

However, this was only possible when all political considerations could be set aside.

It wouldn’t work in the conflict between Wagner and Picard.

Feneth might be ignorant of politics, but he was clearly aware of that fact. However…


“Sir. A moment.”

“Sir Art.”

Then, another knight from the Count’s house, who had accompanied him, quietly called him aside to suggest,

“Do not forget His Highness’s order. Our goal is the acquisition of the dwarf, the death of Count Emil, and to pin the blame on that barbarian.”

“…You mean.”

“Just kill them all. We brought enough knights and mercenaries. On their side, they have nothing but a barbarian warrior, a woman, and some worthless mercenaries. And since we have the mage’s apprentice with us, it would be even easier to deal with….”

‘Do you think that’s possible?’

Feneth had to forcefully swallow the words that rose to his throat.

The argument made sense.

And Feneth was not unaware that it would simplify matters. Yet, he hesitated, and for good reason.

Gulp…

Feneth’s gaze, hidden within his helmet, drifted towards the barbarian who stood confidently.

‘Considering the situation, it’s clear he subdued Count Emil, but to break through his mercenaries… For that to be possible, this barbarian warrior’s strength must be overwhelming…’

“So, what are we doing then? Should I chop off the count’s head right here? To suggest beheading an aristocrat who has just surrendered peacefully. The kingdom sure knows how to handle things barbarically.”

That damned man-.

Deep in thought, Feneth ground his teeth and then realized. He couldn’t make any choice.

What if they did as Art suggested and fought against them? Even if we set aside the barbarian’s strength, would Count Emil’s mercenaries just stand by?

Wouldn’t it be natural for them to join the barbarian in resistance? Plus, on their side, they had the dwarf, the most critical asset of the Count’s house.

‘Damn it…’

Feneth sighed softly.

“…For now, let’s transfer Count Emil and all of his mercenaries. To Ermon. We’ll report to His Grace from there.”

“Sir Feneth! Are you serious?”

“Your call, Sir Art. Order us to fight this brute right now, if you will!”At the rebuke of Feneth, Art tightly sealed his lips shut.

Feneth finally hurried the private soldiers to secure the capture of the count and the knights, then turned his attention to checking on the well-being of another knight and a dwarf who had incurred injuries. However, his gaze never strayed from the barbarian surrounded by his companions. Somehow, he couldn’t shake off the absurd notion that this barbarian seemed to have seen through everything and was manipulating the situation to his advantage. “Impossible… Right?”

*

*

*

Feneth took the hostages and Khan’s party back to Ermon. He then sent a messenger to Wagner, detailing the situation to the count extensively. The count, having entrusted Wagner with the task, hastened to Ermon immediately.

Thump!

“You foolish…! You actually went along with it! I made it clear. To kill all of them – the baron and barbarian warriors – and return!”

Feneth, struck by the punch flung by Count Hefeldt, rolled across the floor. For a knight well-honed through rigorous training, being bested by a nobleman’s punch, even one practiced in swordsmanship, was inconceivable. Naturally, it was because Feneth had taken the hit, worrying about the count injuring his hand.

However, with Count Hefeldt’s temper flaring to its peak, whether that mattered or not, he began yelling at Feneth, who was now sprawled on the ground. “To be completely taken in by such nonsense spouted by a barbarian and handle things in such a manner! This, this is…!”

“I am sorry.”

Feneth, lightly brushing his mouth with the back of his hand, got up. His face, hitherto hidden beneath his helmet, remained stoic, only serving to further infuriate the Count. Count Hefeldt started kicking chairs around, throwing a tantrum. “Aagh!” Unable to contain his frustration, Count Hefeldt even screamed, lacking the cunning fox-like calmness he initially had.

The conflict between Wagner and Picard had started, in part, due to Count Hefeldt’s household. It began after a dwarf nearly met his death in the mines of the Shivering Forest and was rescued, then subsequently employed as the family’s exclusive blacksmith in return. Mercenaries and trading firms went crazy over the ‘Broken Anvil’ dwarf-made gear, a sensible outcome since it meant acquiring superior equipment without undergoing the cumbersome procedures typically required in the southern kingdoms. With the title of Count and a gradually declining influence, the Hefeldt family thus regained their former glory. At that point, the previous Count had orchestrated an assassination of a nobleman, who was then the mayor of Picard, blaming it on a demon’s deed. And yet, the plan was for the Hefeldt family to absorb an ownerless Picard… 

“If only the damn royal family hadn’t interfered…!” Instead, someone unexpected took over Picard. The king had granted the landless Picard to a retired knight he had been looked after since childhood. That was the current Count Emil. And it was this old retired knight who suddenly started making a fuss about the death of the former mayor being the work of the Hefeldt family, hence starting the current conflict. ‘If I miss this chance, my position might be jeopardized…!’ Count Hefeldt, amassing vast wealth through inter-city conflicts and aiming for a higher duke position, felt threatened by the growth of Count Emil, supported by established high nobles and a royal family preoccupied with preserving their face. It was as if…

As if the game of Count Hefeldt’s household trying to exploit Count Emil had turned into a scenario where influential backers were pouring money into the victim without expecting anything in return.

Ultimately, though the Hefeldt family profited, the situation began to turn as Emil started having more wins in their feud, leading Count Hefeldt to think, ‘We must end this conflict.’ 

It was around that time he conceived a plan when a cursed sword fell into his possession, but the sword ended up in the barbarian’s hands. The Count quickly thought of an exquisite strategy. 

‘A barbarian and a cursed sword. Could there be a better match?’ 

If Count Emil were to fall victim to the cursed sword and die in a frenzy, the blame would become ambiguous. Although it was Count Hefeldt who had handed the cursed sword to the barbarian, asking for revenge on Count Emil, it was in fact Emil who had offered the deadly weapon as a duel prize. It was a self-inflicted wound. The face-saving royal family would likely chide Emil’s stupidity or remain silent.

“So, you should have just killed them all on the spot! With a convenient setup afterward…!”

“…I am sorry.”

“Not too late yet.”

The rampaging Count suddenly regained his calm as if nothing had happened. “There’s still a chance to turn things around. If the news hasn’t spread outside Ermon, we can still deal with Emil and that barbarian right now…”

However, Feneth, watching such antics from the Count, lowered his head. Unable to bear the sight of his lord trapped in obstinate delusion and refusing to confront reality.

And then…

‘I am sorry, my lord.’

Feneth recalled. The barbarian, looking absolutely fine and effortlessly overpowering Count Emil, gazed at him with gleaming eyes. Eyes full of anticipation, as if imploring Feneth and Art to dare challenge him – the gaze of a berserker.
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“Ugh… This is truly magnificent.”

“You like it that much? I can’t really tell the difference….”

“Jan, you’re good in many ways, but lacking in sensitivity is your problem. Look at this! The smooth finish, the substantial weight, and the perfect balance you feel when you grasp the handle!”

He’s overly excited.

Khan, watching Ron beaming while examining the equipment from the ‘Broken Anvil’, let out a slight chuckle.

After arriving at the town of Ermon, following Feneth, Khan and his group were assigned a large house—presumably the town chief’s—for rest.

‘Well, rest is a bit of an exaggeration. We’re essentially being detained.’

It wasn’t too bad for the group.

While Khan might not have minded, Jan, who was exhausted from unaccustomed riding, and the rest, who had experienced a chase through the Shakywood, needed time to recover their stamina.

“What will you do now? You can’t be planning to just stay like this.”

Without turning, Khan shrugged his shoulders at the woman’s voice from behind.

Maya, who had gone to the bedroom saying she’d catch some sleep, spoke in a voice that seemed freshly awakened.

“The outside is noisy… It’s not normal. Maybe we should move now….”

“How does that concern me?”

“How can you say it doesn’t concern you…?”

Maya laughed in disbelief at Khan’s attitude, as if it were someone else’s problem.

“First off, the intention behind locking us up here is suspicious. There has to be an agenda…”

“I understand your worry, but there’s no need to make a fuss.”

“Making a fuss? Khan, where is this confidence coming from? What if the count brings all his forces?”


“Well, if he doesn’t want to die, he’ll just pay up and send us on our way.”

That’s if the count is in his right mind, Khan thought but kept it to himself.

He didn’t bother explaining further since he didn’t think this whiner would understand.

“Just think of it like this. Let’s rest easy for now, and if they make a move, we can respond then. It’s not us but them who should be panicking.”

With Khan having said this much, Maya decided it was not wise to argue further and retreated quietly.

She figured it would only serve to aggravate him without yielding any productive outcome.

Unable to just sit idly, Maya pulled a chair to the window to keep an eye on the outside. It wasn’t long before a situation arose that she felt needed Khan’s attention.

“Why is that guy here…?”

The dwarf who had vanished with the knights was now striding towards them.

“He’s arrived sooner than expected.”

Maya clicked her tongue as she observed Khan, who had just been sitting in the middle of the room, somehow noticing the dwarf’s arrival without looking out the window.

‘What really is your true identity…’

Maya knew Khan from his ‘Executioner’ days to be formidable, but this was beyond that.

Having sparred with Khan briefly, she was certain. He had become stronger, not just in skill or sensation, but it seemed his monstrous strength had increased even further.

It was something Maya found hard to accept.

No matter how much one trains their body, there are inherent limits to a pure human’s physique.

‘There are tales of pure humans born with an amount of mana in their bodies, possessing the strength of giants but…’

The barbarian of the Frost Gorge were a half-breed race, not blessed by mana. Of course, Maya knew well enough that barbarian, by nature, were as robust as Greenskins.

Even so, overpowering a knight who wields aura? How had he grown so powerful since they last parted in the North!

‘Could he really be a descendant of giants, as that person once said…’


Maya recalled the blabbering of a dim-witted mercenary, shaking her head in discomfort.

“Fine. He’ll figure it out…”

Now, she felt it was best to just observe Khan and follow directions when given. In doing so, without realizing, Khan had influenced Maya to adopt the mindset of a passive observer.

Just then…

Thud.

“What’s this? No knock?”

“I knew it by the sound of footsteps.”

“And you’re not even an elf. What, do you think it’s the sound of goblins casting spells?”

Khan swung the door open wide, welcoming the dwarf inside. Lumbering in with a load larger than his upper body on his back, the dwarf immediately drew all eyes due to his awkward gait.

“What are you staring at? Come and help!”

Seemingly annoyed by the dumbfounded stares, the dwarf angrily handed his load to Ron and then hopped onto a chair with a bounce.

“What’s all this?”

“What do you mean, what? What else would a dwarf bring but gear? Open it up!”

“Gear?!”

Already excited about the ‘Broken Anvil’s gear being of dwarf make, Ron eagerly set the bundle on the ground and started unwrapping it.

“Wow…!”

Ron exclaimed in amazement as he went through the contents.

Inside was a commonly referred-to sword belt, a pair of gauntlets, and a longsword, paired with chainmail dyed in dark gray. Uniquely, there was a black sheath coated as if iron were melted and brushed onto its surface.

“The city’s pretty decent, being close to the mines. Snatched some good gear from the captives and fixed it up a bit. It was a bit rushed, but it should serve well.”

The dwarf’s own admittance of the gear’s quality assured its worth.


Ron, already obsessed with gear from ‘Broken Anvil’, nearly lost his mind, and even Maya, who tried to appear uninterested, couldn’t help but gaze at it.

“The chainmail and gauntlets are for you and that woman warrior there. That brute doesn’t seem to like wearing too much. Give the sword to the flashy swordsman.”

“Me, really…?”

“Do I get something too?”

“Just grab whatever, use it as you wish! It’s not meant to last forever.”

Ron beamed with delight, hurriedly trying on his share of the gear upon the dwarf’s blunt response.

Maya cautiously glanced at Khan but, seeing him nod, she eagerly claimed her gear.

“And you. The brute with absurd strength. You get this belt and sheath. Heard you were to carry that ominous magic sword, right?”

“That’s right.”

“As if not to be mistaken for someone else from the Rift…”

The dwarf incredulously pointed at the Draupnir on Khan’s waist.

“That sword. It’s got something sinister about it. Just keeping it could spell disaster. Not sure why, but you seem to handle it fine, but doing nothing is worse than taking some precaution.”

“The sheath will do that?”

“Yes. The black iron from the Western Great Mountains repels mana. It’s coated inside and out on the sheath, so it should mitigate any mischief from the sword to some extent.”

Considering the feasibility of a mere sheath offering such protection was doubtful, but Khan obediently accepted the sheath and belt from the dwarf.

“A simple spell might even be deflected by the sheath. Anything more will depend on your skill. After all, it’s been smelted with plenty of mana-rich iron from the Western Great Mountains.”

It’s even more valuable than gold of the same weight! You know that? With this revelation, Khan realized why the dwarf was in the shaking woods.

‘It was to create this sheath in the first place. To snap that count out of the Draupnir’s thrall.’

“Use it well.”

It was a sincere wish.

For now, the Draupnir’s mischief was nullified, but who knows for the future? Moreover, a sheath capable of deflecting spells was quite the useful piece of equipment in itself.

“Of course, I have to make good use of it! Threw everything I was saving into it. This is how I set things square.”

“I wasn’t planning on accepting it, but…”

No reason to refuse a gift.

Substituting the hastily obtained sheath from Wagner, Khan slid the Draupnir into the dwarf-made sheath, displaying a content smile.

“The belt goes here with the sword, and the axe over here…”

The dwarf went on to thoroughly explain the correct usage of the belt and offered various tips to Ron and Maya until he was satisfied.

“Looks like that’s enough for the gear… When that swordsman wakes up, pass the sword along.”

“Is that all you needed?”

“What else is there? I’ve got to hurry. Need to pack my bags and run before that dimwit causes more trouble.”

“Run away?”

Jan, who as a mage had no interest in physical gear, asked in surprise.

“Why? Running from whom?”

“Why ask the obvious? It’s Hefeldt. He’s out of his mind right now. I thought he had been getting his act together lately, but the moment things slipped, his old personality showed up again.”

“We should get out of here before we get dragged into trouble.” The dwarf said, with a tone of disapproval, as he twiddled and tidied his bushy beard.

“Well. Considering what I’ve done, it’s more than my life’s worth. It’s about time I left. Never thought I’d get fooled by that guy’s father and end up stuck here for decades.”

“So… you mean to say, Count Hefeldt is likely to act out now, at this moment?”

“That’s how he’s always been. Even in the past, if things didn’t go his way, he’d act all crazy. When his father passed away, he was so unsettled he couldn’t even sleep, so that says it all.”

So you all better watch out too.

Saying this, the dwarf left the town leader’s house with a much lighter step, appearing to revel in his newfound liberty as his figure quickly disappeared.

“……”

“……”

The silence descended upon the room after the dwarf had left.

The trouble that was likely to ensue seemed all but confirmed through the dwarf’s words.

“This is pretty handy. It can even fit a dagger.”

Only Khan seemed unfazed, having believed from the start that everything would be manageable.

“We might need to wake up Diego, who’s passed out inside.”

“Even so… we have a warrior here, don’t we? Surely they wouldn’t attack?”

“Considering what the dwarf said about the count… We should probably expect it.”

Ron sighed as he glanced at Khan, who was, after all, the centerpiece of this gathering.

Whether that was fortunate or not remained to be seen.

“No need to watch me. I was planning to move anyway. Let’s go wake up Diego.”

“As expected! I was counting on you, brother!”

With a clatter, Ron, as if only waiting for those words, hurriedly darted to the room where Diego was asleep.

“So, what exactly are we planning? You don’t mean to… bury the count in the ground, do you?”

“If need be.”

Jan’s face went pale at Khan’s indifferent remark.

Having accompanied Khan so far, and experiencing firsthand that if Khan decides on something, it usually happens, Jan’s reaction was somewhat expected.

‘And here I thought we were getting a break!’

“It seems like the warriors of the frost valley are all crazy for fights.” Jan thought to himself that the saying must indeed be true.

After all, everything he had seen while with Khan amounted to ‘problem arises, solve with force’.

The puzzling fact was, most problems did indeed get resolved when Khan stepped in with force.

‘If there’s enough strength… maybe there’s no need to use one’s head? Could it be, my master wanted me to learn this by sending me with the warrior?’

Jan was dizzy with thoughts. His mage’s logic was crumbling in the face of shallow experience versus the stark reality.

‘Alright. Then, according to the warrior, let’s bury the count’s head first…! I’ll worry about whether it’s right or wrong later…!’

If Jerome, Jan’s master, knew of these thoughts, he would have facepalmed and urgently called him back to the mage tower.

“What the… What’s happening all of a sudden.”

“Don’t grumble. Your weapon is here, too. It’s even made by a dwarf!”

“Dwarf-made?”

With Diego’s joining in, the group finished their preparations to leave.

Maya’s hand already on her spear’s shaft seemed ready to fight, while Jan, under some delusion, was selectively going through useful spells in his robe.

Even Ron, exhilarated by the dwarf-made equipment, was huffing with anticipation.

‘Why are they like this.’

Khan scratched the back of his head in slight annoyance at the sight of his companions, eager for a fight without being prompted.

Have these mad ones been bedark mageed by some fallen barbarian warrior into seeking fights?…

‘As if to prove they’re not from the Middle Ages. Violent, every single one.’

With a light click of his tongue, Khan turned and reached for the doorknob. As he pushed the door open and saw something unexpected, Khan froze momentarily.

“You are…….”
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Click. Click.

As the landscape of Ermon was engulfed in shadows, the Count’s private soldiers, who were previously at ease in their lodgings, began to rearm themselves. Their expressions were grave and determined, yet they could not completely hide their anxiety.

“Even that formidable count couldn’t do anything about it…”

“Is this really possible? Brothers, isn’t this just marching to our deaths?”

“Shh. Keep it down.”

However, their whispers revolved around a singular theme. Could they possibly deal with their nighttime target? That monstrous barbarian? Even the knight Feneth, who was almost a symbol of superhuman strength, had not backed down in their dispute.

“Let’s go now.”

“Damn it. Wonder if we’ll live to see the morning.”

Trying to hide their fear, the soldiers left their lodgings.

Next door, other soldiers had finished their preparations and came out, exchanging nods. They then confidently made their way to the assembly point.

Externally, they displayed this confidence because they all knew being late would mean severe repercussions. Everyone was aware that Count Hefeldt coming urgently to Ermon meant an expression of his fury.

“We’re here. You are the last ones.”

The assembly point was at the Count’s residence on the outskirts of Ermon.

Under normal circumstances, it would have been appropriate to stay at the chief’s house in central Ermon, but the barbarian had taken it over.

“Your grace. We are ready,” Captain Art reported to the Count, who was within a large tent.

Clank. Clank.

Donning plate armor, a helmet, and a cloak adorned with the family crest as if he himself would join the battle, the Count, along with his confidant Knight Feneth, made an appearance. Considering the Count’s usual preference for light armor even on the battlefield, this was a surprising sight that made several soldiers gape in awe. Was this mission that critical? To strike the leader of the mercenaries who had captured the enemy chief from behind? Surely not. It must be for his own security.

“…I’ll keep this brief. Go and accomplish your mission properly.”

“Yes, sir.”


The response was subdued, aiming to minimize noise for stealth as they prepared for a surprise attack under the cover of night. Thus, in silence, the soldiers headed towards the chief’s house.

The residents of Ermon, peeking out from their windows into the night’s commotion, quickly withdrew in fright.

“What are your plans for Ermon, Your grace?” Captain Art, frowning at the inhabitants’ stares, approached the lagging Count.

The implication was clear: to perfect the deception that the barbarian and the Viscount’s death should be blamed entirely on the barbarian, the residents’ silence was necessary.

“What to do? They are the last. Ermon must be completely ruined for the story to hold,” the Count replied indirectly.

Yet, Captain Art quickly grasped the deeper meaning behind the Count’s words and nodded in agreement, regarding it as a suitable measure.

“To be clear, it’s the most reliable method. Understood.”

Essentially, the plan was to erase Ermon along with the barbarian and the Viscount, but this fact didn’t particularly stir any sentiment in Captain Art.

After all, Ermon and its inhabitants were assets of the Count. How he chose to exploit them was solely his decision.

“Halt.”

The vanguard issued a stop signal.

The chief’s house had come into view. Bowmen silently readied their arrows, while others loaded their crossbows. Meanwhile, those with torches soaked in oil cautiously moved to the front.

Based on the advice of Knight Ferma, who had witnessed the barbarian’ strength in the trembling woods first-hand, the plan was to avoid direct conflict by setting fire and shooting arrows instead.

According to the lookout reports, the barbarian group had not left the chief’s house. No one from Ermon ventured out either, effectively making them rats trapped in a barrel.

“Throw!”

No sooner had preparations been completed than the captain raised his voice. A dozen torches flew through the air, striking the town chief’s house, and the fire began to spread in an instant. After all, the houses of a small town are ultimately wooden structures.

The town chief’s residence was quickly engulfed in flames. Amidst the collapsing sounds of the building, it seemed as if the screams of the townsman trapped inside leaked out.

Crack.

A sinister noise emanated from the town chief’s house, perhaps the pillars had completely burned through, and bits and pieces of charred debris began to collapse.

“Are they trying to hold out inside? Foolish.”


The Count scoffed in derision.

It was a mocking of the barbarian’ folly for not appearing outside, perhaps thinking it would only make them targets for arrows.

Soon, the roof collapsed entirely.

Creak. Creak. Bang!

The Count was well aware that now was the only opportunity if there were any. His voice pierced through the noise, booming loudly.

“Fire─!”

A barrage of arrows came flying from all directions. The barrage formed by dozens of arrows seemed like a dark curtain even in the dead of night.

With a gray tower mage known to be among them, stopping the barrage midway would have been foolish.

Thus, those who had been waiting with their bows drawn fired their arrows.

A one-sided assault continued for nearly a minute. Yet, the party of the barbarian showed no sign of appearing.

They must have surely met their end by now. Either burned to death, crushed under the debris of the building, or slain by the arrows…

“Search the area.”

At the captain’s command, the soldiers cautiously advanced with their spears at the ready. A mere fifteen steps felt like an eternity.

The fear that one of the barbarian would suddenly burst out and smash their skulls kept replaying in their minds.

Finally reaching within spear’s reach, the soldiers swallowed as if in agreement, their eyes full of resolution, and thrust their spears towards the debris.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

The tentative probing continued for a while. When no sign of bodies emerged even after some time, the Count’s face gradually hardened.

By now, there should at least be corpses, right? They couldn’t have turned to ash that quickly…

‘Could it be?’

“Dig through the debris! Check thoroughly if there are any bodies inside!”


The Count, suddenly struck by a thought, shouted with intensified anger. The soldiers then stopped jabbing with their spears and started moving their hands to lift and shift the debris.

Dozens of men began to lift and clear away the debris, rendering the almost entirely burned town chief’s house unrecognizable. And as they dug further, the more the Count’s face twisted in anger.

“Ah, there’s nothing here!”

After all the debris was cleared, a soldier casually exclaimed, causing the Count to throw his helmet to the ground in a burst of rage.

“How can this be─!”

Silence fell in response to the Count’s question.

It couldn’t be helped. The town chief’s house was located right at the heart of Ermon, making it practically impossible to sneak out unnoticed.

And with the Count’s soldiers stationed around the outskirts of the town, how could they have quietly escaped?

Thus, everyone silently bowed their heads, waiting for the Count’s anger to subside.

Among them, Feneth, who stood right next to the Count, quietly shone his eyes within the helmet.

*

*

*

“I never imagined things would turn out this way. Honestly…”

“That’s what I’m saying. I thought we had a good scuffle ahead of us.”

“Why would they do that, though?”

This was expressed by Maya, Ron, and Jan respectively.

It seemed they were puzzled by that person’s actions. Khan shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly, indicating it was no big deal.

“Because they’re a knight.”

Though his concise answer left the party blinking in confusion, Khan felt no need to elaborate further.

He thought this explanation was sufficient.

‘Still, it’s somewhat unexpected.’

Khan quietly followed behind Ron, thinking about the knight, Feneth, who had secretly helped them escape.Immediately after the dwarf had left, Feneth, as if he had been waiting, came to visit the town chief’s house. Instead of beating around the bush with idle chatter, he simply told them to follow him and headed off somewhere. Khan and his companions, already prepared to move, decided to follow him to see what he was up to. However, there were no ambushes from hidden soldiers or sudden attacks from Feneth that Khan had anticipated.

“Now would be a good opportunity to slip away quietly. Since His Excellency’s arrival, the townsman have not been freely observing the outside, and the personnel watching over the house you are staying in are currently changing shifts. I am in charge of the gate’s entry and exit, so there should be no significant obstruction.”

At that moment, Feneth, with his already pale face darkened by deep circles under his eyes, appeared weary, as if he was mindlessly reciting a prepared explanation. Until Khan’s group left Ermon, Feneth looked at Khan with a deep gaze, without taking any action. Khan got the impression that Feneth was trying to convince himself with the excuses he was making.

“A knight who goes against his lord’s wishes.” Knights, having sworn an “oath of loyalty” in front of the deities of the pantheon, could not betray their lord. Although there is one exception, typically, breaking this vow results in divine punishment. Thus, Feneth’s decision to let Khan and his group go, even against the count’s wishes, meant that, in Feneth’s view, it was an act for his lord. Ultimately, Feneth’s judgment was correct. Had Count Hefeldt attempted to deal with Khan, the count himself would likely not have remained unscathed.

“Perhaps, even if several knights of their caliber attacked me, it might be manageable… Although if they brought out all the soldiers, it would indeed be more troublesome.”

“But. Wouldn’t it be somewhat regrettable to leave just like this?” Thinking of the movements he had seen from Count Emil and Feneth, Khan imagined a hypothetical battle, then subtly turned his head.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m talking about the reward for the quest. Even if it’s just a nominal bounty, the sum placed on the count’s head by the count is considerable.” Khan was incredulous at these words. You’re asking me what to do about it?

“That’s for you to handle. Aren’t you the branch leader of Wagner? Isn’t it your job to earn your fee by dealing with situations like this?”

“…And you say that? In front of someone who was kicked out of Wagner?”

“Then, on our way to the north, we might as well catch a glimpse of that guy. Go and grab him by the collar, telling him to recover the money Count Heinfeldt swindled. He’ll find a way to make it happen.”

“That guy? Don’t tell me…”

Maya’s face turned ashen. She realized Khan was referring to her direct superior.

Of course, that person could recover the money from a count of the kingdom without any issue. However…

‘This is bad…!’

If things were actually resolved that way, Maya would be the one in the most uncomfortable position. After finally getting a respectable position to build her career, she’d be heading back to the north, having only managed to catch the attention of a noble, as if fleeing.

“That, please, not that…”

“If you don’t like it, go back to Wagner and secure the full amount yourself.”

“Damn…”

When things went south, swearing became her habit. Khan silently ignored Maya’s cursing.

‘Now to the north.’ The north held a connection for Khan as well. His deployment to the east where he encountered the dark mage and hunted ogres, all began with a meeting with the head of the bureau in the east. However, the north at that time and now would undoubtedly be entirely different, at least for Khan himself. ‘The suspicious activities in the north, the possibility of the Followers of Truth being involved… They love starting trouble everywhere after all.’ Perhaps, he might even encounter Tilly there. Nonetheless, Khan’s mission remained unchanged.

He needed to uncover if the North’s strange phenomena had any correlation with the “Era of Myths” Jerome mentioned, and also to track down Tilly and the Followers of Truth tied to the cursed sword.

‘But what to consider is whether such events also happened in the original history.’

In the game, the Kingdom of Argon was destroyed by Darkin, turning into soil for the Land of the Dead, erasing its name from history. Initially, Khan didn’t question this much. Compared to the central continent, it was a minor kingdom, so it seemed plausible.

But now he understood. Argon, although inferior in many ways compared to the central continent of the main storyline, would not fall merely because of a necromancer’s rampage.

‘If the royal family’s secret the dark mage mentioned is true, it’s even more unlikely. Plus, a member of the royal family, the Duke of Black Wing, was said to be a formidable figure, even the dark mage herself was wary of him.’

There must be some unknown hidden truth…

‘In this trip to the north, I might come across a part of that hidden truth.’

Finishing his thoughts, Khan squinted at the sudden brightness.

The dawn had arrived, and the night sky was clearing, filling the surroundings with rosy light, as if heralding a new beginning. And at the very back of the group, as the sunlight dazzled him, Diego grimaced.

‘Damn… Why am I still stuck here?’
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Chapter 041. The Border Town (1)

Suddenly losing both the city’s private soldiers and the market had thrown Picard into considerable turmoil.

Seemingly due to the strong influence exerted by Count Emil, rampant crime didn’t immediately ensue, but it seemed only a matter of time.

Khan, essentially the main instigator of this chaos, acted as if it were none of his concern, and his companions agreed, not wanting to get involved in needless disputes. Thus, they left Picard without any issues.

Before heading north, they made use of Maya’s identity in the last city they could visit.

“It turns out this has its uses after all. Should we call it an identity card instead of talking to the branch manager?”

“……”

Maya, the branch manager of the Wagner Mercenary Guild in the area and one of the hands of the Argon Kingdom’s overall branch manager.

As long as there was a guild branch, even a small one, her mercenary badge essentially served as an all-access pass.

Moreover, since the guild provided accommodation, they considered just carrying her around for her identity card’s purpose.

“There’s rampant talk that Wagner has sent a message to the royal family. Likely, they made the first move before the other side could, probably hoping to gain as much advantage as possible.”

While comfortably residing in the lodging gained through the human identity card, Maya, having darted around with the guild’s employees, brought news of Wagner.

Seems like leaving Wagner behind bothered Khan a bit? Watching Maya busily move around as if sparks had landed on her, Khan couldn’t help but smirk.

“They’ll handle it. Preferably, it ends in them being screwed over. Though, since the count bowed first, that might be difficult.”

“That sounds about right.”

Maya nodded in agreement.

The dwarf had left for Ermon before the party. It was a natural step for the count to bow to the royal family upon this late realization.

‘The situation in the western kingdom is bound to change significantly.’

Perhaps the surroundings of Nordic might emerge as a new center for mercenary activities instead of Wagner.

If that happened, the exploration of Necker Mountain and the further Western Great Mountains might not be such a far-fetched idea after all.


“Ahem. Sorry to interrupt the constructive conversation,”

“What is it, Jego?”

“It’s not Jego… Ah, never mind. The fact is, I’ve somehow ended up here with you… Strictly speaking, I’m not exactly part of your group, am I? Just got caught up in the flow and wound up in various situations….”

Diego, with his eyes rolling, somehow looked terrified.

And he had every reason to be.

Khan had saved his life and brought him along to Wagner, and then he had ended up in a deadly situation in the Quivering Forest without any way out.

But, in the end, Khan solved all the problems, and just by being there, he got modified equipment from the dwarf.

“So… I was thinking, maybe it’s time for me to split off here.”

Bringing up leaving in such a situation felt shameless to him. Wasn’t it like saying he’d just wipe his mouth and run after receiving benefits?

However, for Diego, it was a truly earnest wish.

Being part of a group that treated a knight like a child, an uncivilized band. No matter how he thought about it, he didn’t seem to fit in, being a mere mediocre swordsman.

“I’m not ungrateful. I’ll pay for the gear through the guild to you….”

“Who said anything about keeping you? If you want to go, just go.”

“Eh? Can I really?”

Khan couldn’t help but let out a incredulous chuckle at Diego’s questioning if he was serious. How on earth did he see me, he wondered.

“What, did you think I’d drag you around until you’re almost dead? You’re on your own now. As for the equipment cost… sort that out yourself, too.”

In truth, he could have pressed for the money if he really wanted to, but the thought of going through the hassle hardly seemed worth it.

Besides, Khan wasn’t one to prefer moving in groups.

‘There’s no point in dragging someone around who wouldn’t be of any help.’

“Still, you’ve had a tough time. If I were to give you one piece of advice, it would be to stay away from Nordic for a while. The city’s a bit chaotic.”


“…I’m curious about the reason, but it feels like knowing too much could bring trouble. I’d rather just go. I should find some odd jobs in the south for the time being.”

“That’s the spirit. Take care.”

With words of thanks, Diego left the lodging county in the morning, adding that he would keep them posted if he hears any interesting news from the south.

It was the day after Diego left that Khan and his party also departed.

“From here, there are no towns or estates to stop by and rest, which means we’ll have to camp outdoors for a while. Normally, we would set up a watch rotation to protect against frequent monster attacks, and designate fighters each day to ensure everyone gets enough rest. That’s the usual way of doing things, but…”

Boom!

Ron shook his head, bemused, witnessing Khan effortlessly take down a massive wolf monster with a single axe strike.

Setting aside the struggles normal mercenaries would go through just to catch one of these monsters, it seemed unlikely they’d face much trouble with monsters as long as Khan was around.

“In the case of our party, it seems all we need to do is to find the right path. If everything goes well, we should reach Border Town within ten days. We just have to endure till then.”

“Border Town? That’s an unusual name.”

“Well, it is. It was given that name for convenience since there wasn’t anything else to call it. It’s not managed by any kind of kingdom or city administrator.”

“Really?”

“Yes. It originally started as a mere campsite for mercenaries, but it grew as more people came together, eventually becoming what it is now. There’s a person managing the place, though…”

Ron added that this person was a retired mercenary who, without anyone asking him to, took it upon himself to manage the security of the area.

His role was crucial in making Border Town an essential stopover between the west and the north.

“He sounds like a good person. Technically, the country could have just taken over, but he chose to help out instead, right?”

“Hmm… That’s true. I heard rumors that he declined a title offered to him. Whether that’s true or not is something only he would know.”

“There was indeed such an offer. I remember a senior from the guild mentioning it.”

Maya interjected, confirming the rumor.

“I heard the guild leader was quite troubled by it at the time. Accepting nobility would have made it quite difficult for the guild if the retired mercenary…now referred to as the town chief, went under a noble.”


“Is that so? Regardless, to think they offered him a title…”

Something dawned on Ron as he grimaced, recalling the information.

Khan, noticing Ron’s meaningful look, queried if there was a problem, to which Ron shook his head, indicating it was nothing.

“Boss here will probably make the right call. I wouldn’t want to bias you with my chatter.”

“Is it about that town chief?”

“…Uh-huh. That’s right. I’d rather not say more. Like I said before, it’s better for you to see and judge for yourself.”

It was rare for Ron, who wouldn’t usually be so stubborn except when arguing that his name was Ron Ironhammer, to close up like this.

Seeing him so resolutely silent hinted that there might indeed be something to this town chief character.

“You’ll see later.”

Khan wasn’t particularly curious, so the topic about the town chief faded away without conclusion.

After that, only conversations between the curious Jan asking Ron various questions continued. Mayana, who still hadn’t blended in with the group, and Khan, who had no interest in small talk in the first place, quietly moved forward.

And not many days passed before hiring Ron as their guide proved to be an excellent decision.

Due to the scarce population, they only encountered solitary wanderers or small groups of beasts, despite being on roads where more beasts should have been. They were avoiding truly dangerous beast territories by nimbly navigating around them.

Moreover, Ron’s extensive knowledge of wild food, combined with his cooking skills, meant they never went hungry, even after their preserved food supplies ran low.

“If you live off the land for over twenty years, you’ll all end up like this.”

He humbled himself, saying his skill was nothing special, but the fact that he had been a mercenary for over twenty years was indeed an impressive feat.

Even more so because he was a mere human, not someone with superhuman strength like Khan.

“Whether he survived to develop his skills, or he survived because of his skills, is unclear…”

In any case, there was no denying that he was an invaluable asset to the group.

“In the northern regions or inside the North, this kind of skill is useless. It’s places where people are more dangerous than beasts. The land is barren, making it hard to procure anything on-site.”

“That area is really the worst. The land, the people, the beasts. Everything.”

Khan frowned, mumbling as if to chide Ron’s words. Memories of the terrible experiences he had in the North resurfaced.

Whether it was the barren land that was the problem, or the genes of the people living there.

The so-called ‘Northerners’ tended to have a particularly strong individualistic streak, even more pronounced than in the rest of Midland.

It’s not just about solving one’s own problems; if someone is in trouble, they scramble to take advantage in any way possible. It was almost akin to Harlem, if one were to compare it to a place on Earth.

In other regions, what would be considered thieves or bandits often formed militias, and in the North, it was common for nobles to openly encourage or engage in banditry.

“Don’t act naive there. Especially mages, they’ll see you as easy targets.”

“Me, a mage? Why…?”

Jan, unable to comprehend, widened his eyes. The notion that a mage would be considered an easy target was hard for him to grasp, having received better treatment than many nobles.

“The wandering mages are mostly naive about the secular world. Most of them are arrogant due to being mages and often act recklessly. There’s a saying in the mercenary world that after barbarian, they are the easiest to deceive.”

“Barbarians being second… But you seem tough to fool.”

“Ah, but our Khan is different from other barbarian. Usually, those known as barbarian are the ones with nothing but fighting in their minds…”

Khan raised a finger to Ron’s lips, silencing him.

As Ron defensively covered the back of his head, bracing for another hit, Khan interjected.

“Something’s coming.”

“What’s coming?”

Before Ron could finish his question, a faint noise reached his ears, soon growing loud enough for the entire group to hear.

Thudding rapidly…

Ron’s expression hardened.

With the already unsettling reputation of the North being discussed, the arrival of numerous horsemen heading directly towards them was an ominous sign.

“A rather warm welcome.”

And Khan, who was the only one to immediately recognize their identity, smiled as if seeing a familiar aspect of his once-homeland.

It was the emergence of bandits, a notorious hallmark of the North, rarely seen in other parts of the kingdom.
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Chapter 42: Border Town (2)

The sight of the bandits, their faces hidden behind black masks similar to the one on their horse, seemed almost like a boast of their true identity. However, their comical appearance was no reason to underestimate their capabilities. At a glance, about ten lightly armed riders were visible, a force capable of trampling over infantry several times their number just by charging.

“We’re not even fully in the north yet…?” Among the group, Ron, the most experienced, muttered in dismay. It seemed the bandits had noticed Khan’s group as well, as they could be seen shouting and gesturing aggressively, drawing their swords in a manner that left little room for avoiding a confrontation.

“What should we do…? I have time to use a spell but there are so many…”

Hearing Jan’s worried voice, Khan surveyed the surroundings. The open field and the path offered no cover that could protect them from a cavalry charge.

“Ugh,” Khan sighed, stepping forward.

“Stay behind me. Aim for the horses with your spells if possible. Maya and Ron, protect Jan.”

Having said that, Khan drew his axe from his belt. The hefty weight transmitted through his hand, and the faces of the horseback riders were visible as the distance closed.

“Move it──!”

“If you don’t want to die, beat it!”

“Looks like these bastards own the road.”

Khan responded to the curses shouted at him by raising his middle finger and lifting his axe high.

Seeing this, the bandits also raised their broad swords towards the sky. Given the way they spaced themselves out to avoid colliding with each other, only two would actually engage Khan.

“In the end, people have the right of way on roads, you bastards.”

Crack-!

The superhuman strength of the barbarian warrior left no room for the sword strikes from horseback, and two riders crashed to the ground with a crunching noise.

“Not bad for a warm-up.”

Having shattered the charge head-on and still standing tall, Khan’s figure alone was enough to instill fear in the bandits. They forgot even to turn their reins, rushing past Khan’s group.

And then, realization struck them too late. What the hell did I just witness?

“Damn, it’s a monster! Run for it!”


“It’s a gray greenskin! What kind of human is that…?”

‘These bastards…?’

Khan’s face contorted in anger and he almost threw his axe after them, but he could only watch as the bandits fled. Chasing after the horseback riders would require too much effort for what it was worth.

‘They wouldn’t have been worth the experience points anyway…’

“Are, are they gone?”

“What the heck was that…?”

The group was left bewildered by the bandits who had charged in only to flee immediately after. Seeing someone demolish a cavalry charge on foot was indeed shocking.

“So, what kind of idiots were they?”

Khan, shaking off the blood from his axe, frowned. It felt like being hit and run, though in reality, it was the car that got wrecked.

“…It’s strange for the bandits to show up already. Normally, they wouldn’t dare come near a border town.”

“Something must have happened, don’t you think?”

“Miss Maya must know if she’s been to the border town. That’s not a place where the bandits, bold as they are in numbers, would try anything.”

“That’s true, but for the bandits to raid beyond the border town itself is unusual.”

As the mercenaries debated among themselves, Khan, examining the bodies he had downed, suddenly knelt down.

‘This is…’

From the bodies came two daggers of identical design—sheath, hilt, and blade all perfectly matched. They appeared to be made by the same person, and given their poor quality, they seemed more decorative than practical.

“Ron. Take a look at this dagger.”

“A dagger?”

Ron, who had been deeply engaged in a heated debate with Maya, scurried over at Khan’s call and examined the dagger.

After staring at the dagger as if struggling to remember something, Ron suddenly exclaimed in astonishment.


“This. It looks like something the soldiers of Al-Rasdel would use. Our destination, Al-Ranzas, is several days away from that city. Why would something belonging to their soldiers be here….”

“It’s not rare for a soldier to turn into a thief. Especially in the north.”

Khan was right.

The north, except for a few affluent cities, was mostly impoverished, spending the year in want.

Thus, it was quite common for soldiers from small towns or towns to turn into thieves and go looting.

However, Ron shook his head, dismissing Khan’s speculation.

“Al-Rasdel might be a small city, but it’s fairly wealthy thanks to its trade in high-bred warhorses. It might make sense around the city, but not for them to come all this way just to loot.”

“Then what could these be.”

“Perhaps a soldier from Al-Rasdel deserted…?”

Ron trailed off, as if not fully convinced by his own suggestion.

Khan, scratching the back of his head with a puzzled look, decided to just continue on their way.

What’s the big deal about bandits running wild in the north.

Maybe it’s just an expansion of their ‘business’ area, Khan concluded, not quite believing his own reasoning.

“Let’s go. We should reach the border town by half a day and get some good rest.”

At that moment, according to Ron, they were only half a day’s journey from the border town.

Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud…!

“Damn it.”

Khan, cursing out loud, glared toward the sound of galloping hooves.

A group of five riders were charging along the road leading to the border town.

‘Here we go again with this nonsense.’


It was just recently that they had driven off a band of masked marauders, and encountering another armed group on horseback provoked Khan’s ire.

Khan scowled but didn’t forget what he was prepared to do: ready himself to meet the charge with his axe.

Unexpectedly, upon spotting Khan and his group, the newcomers slowed their pace.

Then, after closing in to a distance where conversation was feasible, they came to a complete halt.

What now? As Khan wondered, Ron called out from behind him.

“Aren’t you all from the patrol group? Why have you come this far?”

“…Pardon?”

“Pardon! It’s the iron hammer!”

The tension Khan had been holding at the ready dissipated at the familiar tone, and his arms fell to his sides. Jan also relaxed, no longer appearing as though he would cast a spell at any moment.

“What’s happening?”

“Ah. Those folks aren’t marauders. They’re friends from the patrol group of the border town. Don’t they all look too respectable to be thieves?”

“Respectable looking…?”

Khan scanned the ‘patrol group’ — four young men and one middle-aged man — with a dubious eye.

They wore mismatched armor and had no identifying insignia. The younger ones did indeed seem too clean-cut to be thieves, but not to the degree of being called respectable.

It was more like their appearance might involuntarily elicit the word ‘harmless.’ They were just ordinary.

“…What. The one who said he’d hole up in the west for a while, why has he returned here?”

The middle-aged man, appearing to be the leader of the group, asked Ron. His face bore many scars, and he had the distinct gaze of someone who had lived by the sword.

“Reason is. I’m a mercenary, so I’m here on a job. Came as this gentleman’s guide. He has business in the north-.”

“This way?”

The middle-aged interrupted Ron and scrutinized Khan from head to toe.

Noticing Khan’s fearsome muscles and daunting axe, he softened his attitude slightly when he next spoke.

“A barbarian then. In the north, we can hardly welcome such a race as guests. Don’t tell me you’re the notorious Decapitator?”

Jan, who had been at the very back, clamped his mouth shut in surprise at the middle-aged man’s question. Fortunately, the man didn’t catch on and kept his gaze firmly on Khan.

“…Well. I don’t recall going by the name ‘Decapitator.’”

“Is that so?”

The middle-aged man seemed to believe Khan, nodding slightly.Maya shot Khan a reproachful look, as if to condemn his lies, but Khan stood his ground with confidence. After all, wasn’t it just a nickname they had arbitrarily assigned to themselves?

“So,” Khan began, “according to what this guy says, you’re from a local militia in a border town, and it’s unusual for you to venture this far. Has something happened?”

“Happened? Of course, something has. These days, it’s rare when there isn’t something going on.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just as I said. As I mentioned earlier, the situation in the north is quite chaotic right now. Some lunatics are proclaiming themselves as the new rulers of the north. Entire towns and estates are being brought to ruin overnight…”

“The real problem is the bandits! Those who never dared approach this area before are suddenly expanding their territory!”

Listening quietly to the middle-aged man’s words, a young man suddenly exploded with anger.

Khan simply nodded nonchalantly, signaling for him to continue.

“The border town used to be a kind of safe zone, where bandits dared not rampage. They knew better than to mess with us. But soon after the town chief….”

“Stop!”

The middle-aged man’s angry voice buried the young man’s words.

The young man, scolded, visibly deflated, his shoulders drooping, and the middle-aged man who had rebuked him didn’t seem too pleased either.

‘Seems like there’s trouble,’ Khan thought, picking up on the subtle atmosphere between the young and middle-aged men. Could this be related to the ‘northern abnormalities’ that Jerome mentioned?

“Anyway. The situation in the north is serious lately. I won’t stop you from going about your business, but it would be wise to be cautious.”

“Thanks for the advice. So, why have you come all the way here?”

“Recently, a gang of bandits wearing black hoods passed through the border town. We were in pursuit. By any chance, have you seen them?”

“We did.”

At Khan’s signal, Ron pulled out a blood-stained black hood from his backpack, a relic from a bandit felled by Khan’s axe.

“You’ve encountered them!”

“Yes. But chasing them might not be wise. They’re long gone by now.”

“…Is that so.”

The middle-aged man looked at the hood with an enigmatic expression, then quietly turned his horse around.

“Follow me. It feels insufficient as a reward for dealing with two of them on my behalf, but I’ll help you pass through the gate directly.”

*

*

*

The middle-aged man, who introduced himself as Gion, kept his word.

Thanks to his handling of various ID verifications at the gate, their journey accelerated considerably.

Khan noticed that Ron’s presence seemed to ease any suspicions significantly.

“I used to be a mercenary myself. Worked for about ten years before retiring to the border town. There’s no better proof of my word in the border town than a friend who has been active for longer and is still in prime condition.”

“Heh, see? That’s the kind of guy I am, Khan.”

“Though he might be a bit too mouthy which could eat away at his dignity, in Argon, he’s among the best mercenaries you can find.”

“What are you saying, Gion!”

As trivial banter ensued, the tension within the group significantly eased.

However, the young mercenaries under Gion’s lead barely acknowledged Khan and his group, not out of awkwardness but seemingly out of discomfort.

‘What do I care.’

Khan decided to ignore it, as they were already nearing the border town close enough for it to come into view. An end to the uncomfortable company was, therefore, imminent.

“We should be able to see it soon. There.”

“Wow…”

Reacting to Gion’s prompt, Jan exclaimed in amazement upon seeing the border town’s exterior.

Khan could understand the reaction. Encircled by a barrier taller than him and interspersed with watchtowers, the border town appeared well-manned, indicating an abundance of watchful eyes.

Moreover, a moat ran around the external barricades, suggesting that breaching them would be a considerable challenge.

The sturdy wooden gates looked as though even several strong men couldn’t force them open.

What stood out most, however, were individuals in plate armor guarding the gates, resembling knights.

Ordinarily, individuals with the status of knights were either lords of manors or close confidants of urban nobility, rarely tasked with mundane duties like gatekeeping.

Thus, the sight of what seemed to be knights on guard duty struck Khan as somewhat surreal.

‘Though they look more like mercenaries in armor.’

As if guiding the group, Gion took the lead on his horse. As they approached, and the scenery of the border town unfolded beyond Gion’s figure, he smiled faintly.

“Welcome to the border town, a haven for travelers.”
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043. The Border Town (3)

“Mr. Gion! You’re back already!”

“Uncle, what happened to those damned folks?”

The moment they entered the border town, the young men who had been guarding the gate rushed towards them.

From a distance, they had seemed like elite soldiers with their disciplined aura, but upon closer inspection, they were just young men, not too different from the mercenaries of Jan’s age that Gion had led out.

“These are children raised in the town.”

Gion finally said after dealing with each of them.

“Most people who settle in the Border Town are either retired mercenaries or something similar, so the children end up like their fathers. Most of them work as mercenaries. The town teaches them the skills they need to survive on their own.”

“That’s fascinating.”

Considering the typically stingy approach to education in Midland, mercenaries tend to regard their skills as an intangible asset.

Ordinarily, they wouldn’t easily share this with others.

If what Gion described was true, then the Border Town was an altruistic community seldom seen in the harsh world of Midland.

“Is that the doing of this so-called town chief?”

“That’s right. The one condition he set for those who settled here was that neighbors in the town should live as family.”

Hearing this, Khan’s curiosity was piqued about the ‘town chief’.

What kind of person was he to create such a community in the hellish Midland, something even 21st century Earth hadn’t achieved?

And to turn retired mercenaries, who were seasoned killers, into loyal followers? It was an unbelievable cleverness for someone in such a rural backwater.

“I’d like to meet them.”

“…Well, as it happens, we’re on our way to see the town chief, so don’t worry. First-time visitors usually meet with them personally.”

“That’s reassuring.”


Pleased with the answer, Khan smiled slightly and followed Gion as they walked through the Border Town.

He was keenly observing his surroundings, drawn by the liveliness that was rare to see since he had landed in this accursed world.

Young men practicing with swords and spears under the watchful eyes of stern middle-aged men. Merchants opening their stalls for business without significant guard. Children boldly approaching swordsmen to play…

“It feels like another world.”

Indeed, it did.

Mercenaries, usually treated everywhere as potential bandits or active murderers, were mingling naturally with common folks, living their daily lives.

He had never imagined witnessing such peace in Midland. The scene felt almost pastoral.

It was as if he had stepped onto an isolated island, not a part of Midland, and with this sensation, Khan and Gion arrived in front of a particularly large building.

It appeared to serve as a town hall, given the variety of people coming and going, but Gion didn’t head for the large building. Instead, he knocked on the door of a small, warehouse-like structure behind it.

“It’s Gion. We encountered a guest during our mission……”

“Come in.”

A young woman’s voice responded from inside the small building, making Khan’s brows twitch.

Creak-

The inside of the building, which looked like a warehouse from the outside, appeared to be a neatly arranged studio room.

The wooden furniture, all seemingly crafted by skilled artisans, exuded a refined charm, and oddly enough, the place smelled not of mustiness but of a forest’s fragrance.

“Gion, you’ve worked hard. And the person behind you is……”

Inside.

A woman greeted them, propping herself up on the bed with just her upper body.

Her light crimson hair cascaded down in waves, and her eyes mirrored the same hue. Though her complexion was pale for some reason, she was so beautiful that her pallor seemed to suit her.

Khan’s brow furrowed slightly.


“Are you a visitor? I see some new faces, and some familiar ones too.”

“Yes, we received some help related to a mission. I heard we’d be visiting the town, so I came in person…”

From the way she discussed matters so officially, there was no doubt she was the ‘chief’ of this border town.

What was strange was her youthful appearance.

Listening to the talks, it seemed she had been the ‘chief’ of the border town from the beginning, which would mean she should be of an age where being called a hunched-over grandmother wouldn’t be surprising.

However, there was no need to find it strange at the moment.

“Elf?”

At Jan’s inadvertent remark, the woman… the elf referred to as the ‘chief’ flashed a smile.

That alone seemed to brighten the room, and Khan couldn’t help but squint his eyes.

‘What the heck. Why is there an elf here.’

*

*

*

Elves are a common race in medieval fantasy works.

They resemble humans but are known as a ‘race of beauty’ for their stunning appearance and live for hundreds of years. While there are differences, they are generally depicted as laid-back and serene.

Recently, there seems to be a tradition of always pairing them with orcs, but Khan wasn’t familiar with that, so he had a strong image of elves as ‘the laid-back ones.’

That was until before he undertook the Midland Quest.

‘That island nation’s detestable race as the chief?’

As the chief smiled, revealing her pointed ears, Khan involuntarily clenched his fist tighter.

Ron’s significant comments about the ‘chief’ weren’t without reason.


“So you are the chief? The one who established this border town?”

“Seems you’re surprised. Warrior from the Frost Gorge.”

Surprised would be an understatement.

The elves in the Midland Quest were far from the commonly depicted laid-back or lecherous elves.

Except for their beauty and longevity.

“…Haha. I see what you’re thinking. However, I’m not exactly an elf. Not a pure elf, that is. That’s why I’m here in Midland, not Paradise.”

The chief revealed with a wry smile, making an unexpected confession.

Khan was about to retort, asking what nonsense she was spouting, when for the first time, he noticed something off about her hair and eye color.

Depending on their lineage, Midland elves usually had green or brownish hues.

But the chief before him had a hue closer to the scarlet often seen in the Argon Kingdom. Her ear tips also seemed somewhat blunt…

Only then did Khan realize she was a half-elf.

“…A half-elf, then.”

“Yes, that’s right. My mother was an elf. Although I’ve never seen her, I suspect she bore me as a slave or something similar.”

“You must have had a hard life.”

“Haha. Well, I can’t complain? Being half an elf has its perks. I possess useful skills and don’t age as quickly.”

The chief casually exposed her vulnerabilities, yet smiled brightly.

However, Khan could not get used to seeing such a bright smile on an elf’s face.

‘A nice elf? What is this…’

“Ah, my apologies. I’ve been rambling on while hosting a guest. I heard you dealt with some rampaging bandits recently, and for that, I’m truly grateful.”

The chief bowed politely, and Jan, somewhat taken aback, bowed in return, catching Khan’s eye.It seems that being from the Mage Tower and encountering the elves of Paradise quite often could be the reason. Jan appeared to be pondering over how to approach the town chief.

Finding his predicament rather amusing, the town chief continued with a chuckle, “The movements of the bandits have been rather unusual lately. They’ve expanded their territory to include even the border town, which they typically left alone. Consequently, travelers and mercenaries are frequently attacked. But having been severely dealt with by a warrior such as yourself, their activities might diminish a bit.”

“Haven’t you thought about subduing them? Considering the strength your people possess, dealing with a band of bandits should be feasible,” suggested Ron, who had some acquaintance at this place. The town chief’s smile faintly waned.

“Of course, we tried. We even launched a surprise attack on what we believed to be their hideout, with the help of townsman who are retired from active duty and mercenaries who often visit the border town. But…”

It was a failure, the chief lamented gloomily.

“They had hidden their true strength. The number of forces they deploy for raids is on a completely different level. Likely, they are deserters from a regular army, trained and organized.”

“We did put up a decent fight, though. We managed to reduce their numbers significantly. The problem arose when their ‘real forces’ showed up as the situation became desperate. Out of nowhere, heavily armored cavalry appeared. Had the chief not assisted us, more than half of us would have perished right there.”

Khan was at a loss for words. Heavy cavalry? Do bandits now roam around in armor?

“If this persists, we can hardly regard them as mere bandits anymore. The town could be in danger.”

“Exactly… The town might not fall immediately if attacked, but if the bandit horde runs rampant, the border town won’t be able to sustain itself.”

“That’s why I’ve taken the young ones out with me. I can handle a bunch of troublemakers on my own. It stops the raids, and it’s also good training for the kids.”

“Wait. Have you tried asking the guild for support? The guild master would surely offer help if you requested it.”

Maya, affiliated with the mercenaries’ guild, found it odd that the border town was trying to resolve the issue independently.

‘After all, even if it involves dealing with a group possessing heavy cavalry, he could probably wipe them out.’ Khan silently agreed, recalling the guild master’s prowess. The town chief shook his head.

“However, he would demand a price. A place for the guild in the border town or to distance ourselves from the nobility. That won’t do. The border town must remain a place of freedom. It’s against the spirit of our town to let any group exert its influence.”

“That’s unfortunate…”

“But we can still seek help from mercenaries. We’ll pay a fair compensation for their services.”

That was a pointed remark.

The chief implied he wouldn’t refuse assistance if the guild master offered help as an individual, not as the guild’s representative.

‘As if that would happen.’

Having worked closely with the guild master, Maya knew better than Khan that the guild master was willing to stoop to any level for the guild’s interests, even to barbarian considered inferior.

Ron, with his distinguished career in the Argon mercenary circles, seemed aware of the situation, clearing his throat to redirect the attention.

“Well. Discussing such complexities here is pointless. What matters is how we’ll deal with those bandits. We’re not planning to just watch, are we?”

“First, we’ll look for mercenaries willing to take on those heavy cavalrymen, excluding anyone linked to the nobility or guilds. It won’t be easy…”

“Do we need to look that far…?”

“Eh? What do you mean by that… Ah!”

As the town chief’s eyes widened in realization and rolled towards him, Khan met her gaze with a ‘what are you expecting me to do’ look. However, the chief, after pondering for a moment and hesitating, finally seemed to make a big decision, her eyes shining with determination.

‘Can one be loudly silent just with facial expressions?’

Khan didn’t know what the half-elf had in mind, but he was sure it was going to inconvenience him. He was about to outright refuse when suddenly…

“Chief! It’s a disaster! The bandits have come all the way to the palisade…!”

Bang!

The door sounded as if it would break down from the force of the entry. That urgency, along with the pale look on the young man’s face who opened the door, caused everyone in the room to turn towards Khan in what seemed like a rehearsed move.

‘Damn it. Bloody medieval times…’

Yeah, he knew this was bound to happen. Muttering to himself, Khan reached for his axe handle and said, “Better prepare a generous fee.”

TL’s Corner:

In this chapter we find out that the chief is a she. So pardon misgendering her. Korean most of the time is gender neutral when talking about someone, unless they specifically tell that that someone is male or female.

Namja for male and Yoja for female.
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Chapter 044: The Frontier town (4)

“It’s a raid! The scoundrels have swarmed us!”

“Damn it… What in the world is happening all of a sudden?!”

“Does that matter now? First, bring the town chief here!”

The once peaceful border town was quickly descending into chaos. This sudden turmoil was due to a bandit group that had unexpectedly shown up and encircled the town from the outside.

By a mere glance, one could count twenty cavalrymen. Another twenty infantrymen, having dismounted their horses, were armed with shields and spears.

Including those who were lightly armed, the total number easily reached fifty.

“Boss. The encirclement is complete. Not a single mouse could escape from the border town now.”

Clank-.

A man nodded in response to his subordinate’s report.

He was armored in a special dark armor that did not reflect light, and on his waist hung a sword with a hilt that was anything but ordinary.

Even the horse he rode was armored in iron, much like its rider.

Truly, he was the epitome of knighthood. It was hard to believe he was merely a bandit leader.

“It’s time to begin.”

“Yes. Quiet down─! Our boss has decided to teach these scoundrels a lesson!”

As his elite guard, also leading a squad of heavily armored cavalry, raised their voice, silence fell over the bandit formation that had resembled a noisy marketplace.

The discipline seemingly better than that of an average army prompted a startled reaction from the people inside the border town.

And then the man slowly stepped forward.

Clank- Clank-

The sound of his armor was unusually clear as he moved, as if he was consuming all the noises of the battlefield alone.


“Listen, you half-breed wench called the town chief. In our previous battle, I showed mercy and spared you, yet you dared to meddle with my men again. How do you plan to take responsibility for this?”

His voice was calm but forceful, and distinctly imposing—an evidence that he was no ordinary bandit.

The aura he exuded was different. Everyone watching him from behind the barricade had the same thought.

“Up till now, I refrained from messing with the border town to give you a grace period to decide, but since you’ve crossed the line yet again. The grace period ends today. Make your choice.”

To submit or to die.

“……”

Silence ensued. No one dared to face the man with courage.

Such was the incredible aura emanating from him, nearly akin to what one might expect from the Royal Guard’s elite knights.

Enjoying the silence as if it was a treat, the man waited for a moment before speakin again.

“No answer? If it’s the former, open the gates immediately and accept our rule. If not, the border town will be reduced to ruins today….”

“Damn, someone sure loves to yap. Showing off with their fancy gear.”

Suddenly, an interrupting voice caused the man to stop speaking.

The very air around the bandit camp seemed to boil with rage. Insulting their leader had infuriated them.

“Whoever just spoke, show yourself! Let’s see if your courage matches your foul mouth.”

Creak─.

The gate began to open. From behind the barricade, there was a hint of quarreling, but the gate opened nonetheless.

“Here I am, you piece of trash. Anything else to say?”

The man narrowed his eyes within his helmet, taken aback by the insolence of the voice’s owner. An barbarian, surpassing all expectations?

‘If it’s a barbarian….’

He immediately thought of someone.


The monster of a man from the Al-Lorenze region up north, who sliced through countless mercenaries, bandits, and even knights with his axe. The Executioner.

Could it possibly be him? Gray-skinned, formidable barbarian were not common. If one had shown up in the north then it was likely him.

The man wondered how such a bloodthirsty warrior got approval to enter the border town but soon made his own assumptions.

‘That damned half-breed sorceress must have hired him.’

The logic was clear. Failing to defend against his recent surprise attack, they must have sought capable forces from outside.

‘How pitiful.’

“Barbarian, stay out of this for now. I have business with the half-breed wench. You, I will deal with next.”

Normally, most consider a barbarian as a monster to be feared, but the man was not perturbed. What fear could he possibly have for a lesser being deprived of innate mana?

Saying so, the man truly turned his attention away from the barbarian.

“Inform the town chief to come out. Or else, I will tear down this barricade and enter right away.”

“Huh, this is a new reaction… I’ve never been so blatantly ignored.”

Feeling embarrassed by the unexpected response, the barbarian scratched his head but the man seemed determined to wait only for the half-elf to appear, closing his mouth completely.

“What will you do? It seems they want to speak with you.”

“…Is there anything he and I need to discuss separately?”

Behind the barbarian, the gate opened fully, revealing fully armed retired mercenaries along with the town chief. It was then the man finally made his move.”Why wouldn’t there be? You must pay for the lives of my men that you killed.”

“What about compensation for those who were plundered by your hands, even losing their lives or becoming slaves?”

“It was a legitimate levy. Under the chaos of the north, it’s common sense to seek the protection of the strong. Those who died merely paid the price for daring to resist me. And now, it’s your turn.”

“You can’t bring down this town.”

The town chief glared at the man with eyes filled with steadfast resolve.

Although the scale of the bandit group far exceeded what a low-ranking noble could muster, if the border town solidified its defense with a moat and ramparts, a fall seemed impossible.


“Ha. We shall see.”

However, there was no sign of retreat from the man.

Does he have the confidence to bring down the border town right now? How, exactly? Even with a strong cavalry, crossing the moat should be impossible…

The town chief, musing alone on what the man’s confidence could be based on, eventually sighed, realizing no answer came.

“There’s no helping it. Since you intend to attack the town by any means, we too must desperately resist.”

No sooner had her words ended than the retired mercenaries of the border town raised their voices with fervor.

To protect the sanctuary they found in their twilight years, those who took up swords again were truly formidable in spirit.

“Prepare all arrows! Those who have nothing to do, even pick up stones!”

“If they try to cross the moat, throw anything at them! Gather all the manure in the town too!”

“Let’s kill them all─!”

Moreover, as the young people inside the ramparts busily sought something to do, agitation spread among the forefront of the bandit group.

They knew that they would be the first to die if a fight broke out.

“Please, take care of that man. The rest of us can handle it.”

“Are you sure?”

The town chief’s elven face turned cold and resolute.

“There’s no passing it all off. And if we fight along the moat, they too must accept their disadvantages. Eventually, they’ll have no choice but to send out their heavy cavalry.”

“That will be my cue, then. Understood.”

“Thank you.”

The town chief bowed slightly to the barbarian who shrugged and withdrew, then brought her gaze back forward.

The captain of the bandit group, enveloped in black armor, also locked eyes with her, and a standoff ensued.

Before long.

“Kill them all. Whatever you rob, it’s yours, so make sure to grab all you can diligently.”

“Ooooh─!”

The battle began.

*

The scale of the fight between a town formed by mercenaries and a bandit group was astonishing, not merely a conflict between fiefs but almost a small-scale war.

One side was defending, reinforced by ramparts and a moat, while the opposing side, despite being bandits, had a formation including infantry, cavalry, and heavy cavalry.

Simply by numbers, over a hundred people from each side had taken to the battlefield. It was indeed akin to a small war.

“Push forward!”

The bandits’ infantry began advancing towards the border town.

Conversely, around twenty people from the town formed a defensive line with the moat at their backs.

The wooden ramparts couldn’t withstand spells detonated at close range like a wall could, which was why they couldn’t focus solely on defense from the inside.

“If they come, just shoot!”

“Without a word, those guys are nothing but dead meat! With the moat behind us, we’re bound to win!”

Having the moat behind them was a blockade against the cavalry charge, maintaining the advantage in the defense.

Above all, among the twenty defending along the moat, those armored and fighting at the forefront made the most significant impact.

Fighting on foot, the retired mercenaries, experienced in piercing through with their swords, were something to behold when clad in plate armor.

After a few exchanges, the casualties on the bandit side rapidly increased.

Thwack-thwack-thwack─!

“Back, back off! The arrows are coming…!”

“Forward! Move forward! There’s no retreating…!”

“If we retreat, death is all that awaits us! Just fight! And die!”

Moreover, if the melee lasted even a bit longer, arrows were shot from inside the ramparts, causing the bandits’ infantry to melt away in moments.

Contrary to the initial high morale of the bandit group, the situation had become decidedly one-sided, with cheers erupting from the town’s side. They could win this!

“Captain. Should we start moving?”

“No, wait a bit longer. It’ll end soon.”

“Understood.”One of the armored cavalrymen frowned, seemingly disgusted by the sight, and raised his voice. However, the leader of the bandits, a man, merely watched as his men were being killed off, without issuing any significant orders.

“What is he aiming for?” The town chief narrowed his brows in bewilderment, watching the scene unfold. It was an unusual move for the bandit leader, especially considering his background, to recklessly throw his forces away so.

“Still, it’s clear that the situation is in our favor…” It was hard to take pleasure in it, though. It was blatantly obvious there had to be some motive behind the man’s foolhardy actions, making it only sensible to prepare for whatever might come next. But how could one prepare without knowing the exact intention? The chief felt a headache coming on.

“Chief, that person is up to something,” Gion, who had been accompanying her, said, jolting the chief from her thoughts.

Just as Gion warned, the bandit leader who had been indifferent to his subordinates’ deaths suddenly drew his sword. Frozen in place, as if turned to stone with his sword raised towards the sky, the leader presented an undeniably suspicious sight.

Yet, the battle situation remained favorable for the border town, with the bandit’s mediocre fighters falling one by one. It would take something significant, akin to a red tower mage setting a protective barrier ablaze, to turn the tide…

“No way.” A chilling thought crossed the chief’s mind. “No, that’s impossible,” she reassured herself.

The bandit leader was a mere deserter from the army, a regular human. Handling the red tower’s spells was out of his league, she thought. Even if there were equipment engraved with red spells, her defenses were supposed to nullify such feeble magic unless he possessed an artifact…

It was at that moment of denial that flames burst forth from the tip of the bandit leader’s sword, initially scattering like small sparks before forming into a giant bird made entirely of fire.

“The Firebird of Aelos…!” The town chief gasped at the sight.

Though a mid-tier spell, the red tower’s spell that could burn vast areas was comparable to high-tier spells. And yet, it originated from the mere sword of a bandit leader.

“Now, my men!” As if on cue, the bandit’s infantry, who had been retreating under pressure from the town’s mercenaries, began tossing leather water pouches towards the barricades.

Caught off guard by this sudden move, the town’s mercenaries rushed in, but it was too late. The bottles burst upon impact, releasing an unknown liquid that soaked the barricades. The chief, with her elven senses, instantly recognized it as oil.

Scarcely able to react, the chief was suddenly pushed back forcefully.

“Step back─!”

“Gion…!”

Sensing the imminent danger from the Firebird, Gion instinctively pushed the chief down to the base of the watchtower.

The interruption broke her concentration, causing the spell to be canceled and a surge of mana to cause her to cough up blood. However, it wasn’t blood but a scream that escaped the chief’s lips.

“No…!”

As she fell towards the base of the tower, her vision suddenly cleared, catching sight of Firebird of Aelos approaching the barricade. The sight of the barricade ablaze and people screaming in agony as they burnt to death, together with the town being looted and reduced to ruins, filled the chief’s mind.

In the slow passage of time, the chief gritted her teeth. Having already pushed herself too much saving people from the previous bandit attack, her condition from the mana backlash was dire. Pushing any further meant certain death.

“If I’m going to die anyway, I might as well protect the town…” Just as she was determinedly drawing upon the rerouting mana, someone caught her falling body. The touch felt incredibly solid, like being held by someone made of rock. In her dazed state, the chief pondered this odd sensation.

“I should charge extra for this.” The man who caught her, a barbarian with gray skin, grinned cheekily. The chief, whether to reassure her or not, chuckled weakly at the barbarian’s frivolous joke, despite the intense heat from Firebird of Aelos close by. Surprisingly, the solidity of his embrace made her think everything might just turn out alright.

“Close your eyes and hold your breath.” It’ll get a bit hot, he declared. With that, the barbarian, holding his sword sheath, raised it high. Obligingly, the chief closed her eyes and held her breath…

A blast of hot air and a sound like the tearing of the sky filled her world.
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045. Frontier town (5)

Ever since Wagner the dwarf handed me Draupnir’s scabbard, I had this imagination.

What if we combine the scabbard, which repels mana, with superhuman strength that exceeds human specs? Wouldn’t it then be possible to deflect magic as well?

Whoosh! Whaahaahaa—!

The experiment was a success. To be exact, it was a half-success.

As the scabbard swung through a mass of gentle mana, the sense of strike resonated while Firebird of Aelos was flung in the opposite direction of the barrier, falling into the moat and slowly vanishing.

Though it failed to extinguish the being in a single blow as initially intended, it succeeded in reversing its direction.

‘This actually works.’

The technique of deflecting or slicing through magic isn’t entirely rare.

Aura, Holy Power wielders like knights and paladins, including sword masters who have reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship, are known to perform miracles by slicing magic in half.

However, it was undoubtedly an incredible feat to accomplish this with just pure brute strength and a slightly special material of scabbard, without any special powers or peak-level skills.

“…Did you split magic?”

“Could it be that this barbarian has reached the extremes of swordsmanship, like the legendary swordsmen of the empire?”

“That’s impossible…”

Voices of shock burst out from both sides— the mercenaries of the border town who thought they were doomed to perish in flames, and the bandits who were certain their leader’s firebird would burn down the entire barrier.

“……”

The most startled was the bandit leader himself.

The Firebird of Aelos he had just unleashed was a spell engraved by a ‘real mage,’ on par with the magus of the mage tower.

Even if it wasn’t a high-class spell by comparison, it shouldn’t have been countered by a mana-less inferior barbarian.

‘Is that scabbard an artifact?’


The first possibility that came to mind was that the scabbard swung by the barbarian was an extremely special artifact—perhaps an ancient artifact or one of those legendary magic swords occasionally found in Dwarven treasure troves.

“Ha…”

If that were true, it would be utterly astounding. Who would bother putting so much effort into a scabbard? Unless a Dwarf artisan decided to create some bizarre object out of sheer boredom…

“Time to open your eyes. It seems the spell was forcefully interrupted, so take a moment to regroup.”

“Ah, yes sir.”

Khan, the one who had startled everyone, responded calmly. After all, such a technique would have been impossible without this scabbard.

Carefully setting down the town chief, whose complexion had turned ghastly as if he were on his deathbed, Khan dusted off the scabbard and leaped from the rampart of the barrier.

Clack.

With a light movement, Khan easily jumped over the moat and, turning his back on it, casually remarked to the mercenaries who had been fighting.

“Get inside. If you really must, stand guard at the bridge or something.”

“What about you…?”

“Isn’t that obvious?”

I’ve got to deal with that guy. Grinning as if he were thoroughly enjoying the situation, Khan picked up his axe and confidently walked forward.

“A monster is coming!”

“Boss…!”

“These shitheads, now everyone they see is a monster.”

Where else would you find such a handsome monster? Muttering to himself, Khan placed his large, single-bladed axe on his shoulder and warned,

“Anyone who blocks my way from here on out dies. Only those who wish death should stand in my way. I’ll start counting to five now.”

The bandits entangled with the town’s mercenaries began to panic.

They didn’t have the confidence to fight the barbarian in front of them, and they were also afraid of their leader behind them.


The outcome was inevitable.

As soon as movements to flee the battlefield began among the infantry, Khan counted.

One, two, three…

“Five.”

“Shit! Run—!”

“This barbarian doesn’t even know numbers!”

“I know enough, bastard!”

Khan, shot forward like a cannonball, reached the front lines of infantry in the blink of an eye.

To the bandits, Khan’s already large stature seemed like a giant up close.

They had no thought of resisting and immediately turned to flee.

Swoosh! Thwack!

Khan’s axe mercilessly split the head of one bandit who had mocked his counting. It was the same guy.

“I’ve seen arithmetic of higher orders, asshole.”

The bandit couldn’t comprehend Khan’s retort even as he died, only wondering where “four” had vanished to.

After finishing his minor revenge, Khan rampaged like a wolf among sheep. The bandits, already no match in a fight, were mere targets while fleeing.

Whoosh—Thwack! Whoosh—Thwack!

By the time Khan had created around six corpses, the silently observing bandit leader finally made his move.

“Go. Just trample over him.”

“Yes!”

The cavalry finally entered the scene. Waiting for Khan to be sufficiently exposed away from the barrier was a definite tactic.


Thududu…!

The initial shock was from regular cavalry not wearing heavy armor, apparently planning to crush by escalating their force sequentially.

‘This is more like it.’

Khan greeted them with a bright smile of welcome.

The ferocious cavalry surged forward, swords raised high, as Khan gripped his axe tightly.

“Let’s go this way!”At Khan’s cry, the cavalrymen, who had been calculating the moment of collision, widened their eyes in shock. It was because Khan, instead of preparing to defend his position, had charged towards the cavalrymen instead. It was an insane act that not even a knight, who could protect their body with armor and aura, would attempt, yet it was tried by a barbarian wielding only an axe.

“Crush them…!”

Crunch! Crack! Thud─!

Several horses and the axe-wielding barbarian tangled together. Khan brought his axe down on the chest of the foremost rider, pushing him off with force. The riderless horse passed by Khan’s side. Even then, Khan did not relax his power. With the axe still lodged in a corpse, he swung it towards another rider charging at him.

“Argh…!”

Thump! A rider who had struck down his own ally in surprise was hit by the body swung with the axe and tumbled down in a mess. The subsequent horse trampled over him, and amidst its terrified neighing, another rider hit the ground, his neck broken.

“Die, you monster!”

The bandit at the very back, sensing an opportunity, gleamed cunningly in his eyes. It seemed he intended to ram into Khan with his horse, bracing himself for the impact. Smart kid. An average-sized horse easily weighs over 400kg. A collision with a horse charging at full speed would undoubtedly crush a human body. But Khan was no ordinary human. The bandit should have remembered that fact until the end. Khan, putting all his strength into the hand holding the axe, swung it down diagonally. Screech─! Thud! An immense resistance tingled his hand through the axe. Yet, that was all. The horse’s upper body was slammed into the ground, turning into pulp.

“Spare me…!”

Thud-.

Due to Khan forcibly halting the horse, the bandit still stuck in the saddle, alive, was struck by a massive fist and died instantly with his skull shattered.

“Spare you, I think not.” Khan, brushing off the sticky saliva and flesh on his hand, raised his head. This time, it was the armored pretenders who were coming at him. The heavy cavalry, the ‘elites’ of the bandit group as described by the town leader.

“Finally, they show themselves.”

At the very back, the figure of the bandit leader was also visible. Planning to exhaust Khan with the riffraff before killing him with a combined attack with the heavy cavalry, the real force. Khan checked his physical condition. His stamina was fine, the axe still had plenty of use left, and the shield of the deep had recharged. And his opponents? All seven were mounted knights in heavy armor. With the ‘Firebird of Aelos’ marked sword wielded by the leader, who knew what kind of magical inscriptions they possessed. To any onlooker, it would seem like a grave disadvantage. Surely, this barbarian couldn’t withstand them this time…

Khan, however, lifted the corners of his mouth in defiance of such speculations. Ever since being possessed by this damned body in Midland, relying solely on his robust physique for survival was all too natural for Khan.

‘Let’s see, bring it on.’

It was just another situation to prove. That for a barbarian warrior, an axe and a sturdy body were all that was needed.

* * *

‘Is that even human?’ The bandit leader, Jose, had overseen a cavalry unit in a city. Though now he wore the guise of a bandit, he was recognized as an expert in mounted combat even in the North. To Jose, that barbarian seemed to defy all common sense. Even if splitting the ‘Firebird of Aelos’ with his scabbard could be attributed to some special artifact, how to explain his divine might in facing the cavalry head-on with just an axe? Another artifact? Or perhaps his body was the subject of some dark mage’s experiment?

‘Damn it-.’

Jose gathered his thoughts.

‘After all, he is human.’

Stab him with a sword, and he dies all the same. Unless he is a troll, he will eventually tire, for there is a limit to handling everything alone. Even that noble knight from the domain felt different, but in the end, he died with a sword stuck in his neck, becoming a cold corpse.

Click─.

As he pulled down the faceplate of his helmet, his view narrowed, but Jose’s senses sharpened even further, empowered by the magic inscribed in his armor.

“Let’s finish this quickly and complete our mission.”

“Yes─! Charge!”

Like a disaster on the battlefield, the heavy cavalry charged towards the lone warrior. Initially, their pace was such that it could be outrun by human feet. However, as the distance closed, they steadily gained speed. The rumbling grew louder and louder. Even if it carried just an ordinary human rather than a knight, its power could not be underestimated. The combination of the armor’s weight and velocity was enough to turn any frail human body into dust.

“Haaaah!”

The two leading heavy cavalrymen roared as they charged.Among the city’s cavalry, aside from Jose, these were the ones boasting the highest skills. They were the ones to be trusted with the most crucial first clash.

At that moment, the distance to the barbarian seemed to be more than twenty steps. Leading the charge, two heavily armored cavalrymen veered off slightly, splitting apart to directly flank the barbarian.

“Dieee…!”

Swoooosh─!

As the two heavily armored cavalrymen swung down their swords, a noise like the air being ripped apart erupted. Then a deafening roar consumed all other sounds.

Boom──!!

The sound was so loud that for a moment, everything seemed to blur. Jose could feel blood oozing from his ears. Soon his senses returned, and another explosion of sound thundered.

─────!!!

Ugh. Jose groaned within his helmet, clenching his teeth. The spell-amplified senses were more of a curse. It was as if thunder was striking right in front of him.

Jose clenched his teeth again.

Blood was not only flowing from his ears but also from his mouth. It seemed he had bitten his tongue, leaving him no choice but to act.

He gripped the hilt of his sword tightly.

Then, a sensation returned as if reviving from numbness. The energy drained from wearing armor returned.

No, it was more than before. The armor that felt as heavy as a thousand pounds now seemed as light as a feather.

Bang!

Only then could Jose properly perceive the source of the deafening sound.

The barbarian’s axe moved like lightning, shattering swords and crushing armor whole.

Crash─!

The most rearward running heavily armored cavalryman, out of fear, tried to turn his horse around but was struck by the barbarian’s thrown axe and tumbled to the ground.

Now it was Jose’s turn.

‘Monstrous creature…!’

Only after exchanging blood for power did he realize.

This barbarian was not a being that could be judged as a mere human. It was an entity beyond the realm of knights or paladins, stepping out of the pure human category.

‘But now, I’m no different too!’

Something within him screamed.

Kill this barbarian! Slay him and take his blood! Jose’s eyes, bloodshot, flickered with a murderous glare. Simultaneously, flames ignited along his sword.

Firebird of Aelos-.

A firebird, crafted from burning mana, feasted upon Jose’s life force as it materialized.

“This is madness.”

Swiftly wiping the blood from his lips with the back of his hand, the barbarian muttered as Jose let out a manic laughter.

“You──!”

The firebirds wrapped around the sword, blazing intensely. The black armor heated violently, and flesh began to melt, akin to a candle with its wick lit at both ends.

Then, as Jose charged, Khan raised his sword as well.

[Let go, you madman! You don’t really plan to clash with this sword…!]

The red blade of Draupnir trembled as if throwing a tantrum.

‘It won’t break.’

[I melt! I will melt!]

Well, it’s okay. Khan retorted inwardly to Draupnir, who had been silent until now but then took his stance.

Holding a sword after so long, the feel and weight were somewhat unfamiliar, but he quickly adjusted.

Complicated swordsmanship was unnecessary. He had never learned such techniques, and what he needed now was not skill, but power.

[Leap]

As he forcefully stepped forward, a semi-transparent window appeared before him. The leap that had been over 90% complete for a while now had finally reached B-grade.

Khan smirked at the newly added effect.

Normally, when using Leap to charge at a low height, one had no choice but to control the power.

If too much strength was applied, the leap would become too high, drawing a parabola, thus killing the speed and power.

But if the newly added effect worked as imagined…

‘Perfect timing for a test run.’

Turning his gaze away from the translucent window, Khan set his eyes forward once more.

Unaware of his own body melting away. The figure of the cavalryman, swinging the flames wildly, resembled that of a demon’s army.

A madness that could only instigate an instinctual fear if one were human was palpable.

“What. It’s too late to start getting cold feet.”

“Die─!”

Slowly lifting his foot forward.

An irresistible force erupted from beneath, and as he planted his foot down firmly, cracks spread through the ground.

And then.

He leaped forward with a sensation of pushing off the ground.

Crrrrrrack……

Crash──!

Gray flash and flame-wrapped magic clashed.

In a blink of an eye, the confrontation unfolded.

Jose remained frozen in his sword-lifting stance. The firebirds that had blazed like a small sun had now vanished, its lifeforce consumed and extinguished.

The hand that had been gripping the sword now rolled on the ground.

On the other hand, appearing from a distance behind Jose as if having leaped through space itself, Khan nonchalantly shook his sword.

[Aaaargh…! You madman…! Bring ice quickly! Before my body completely melts! Hurry─!]

‘All this fuss over a scratch.’

[Aaaargh……!]
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Chapter 046. The Goddess of Justice (1)

“Oh, temple of all gods…”

After examining Jose, who lay on a clean cloth as if dead, for a long time, the elderly man let out a small sigh and shook his head.

“He’s almost as good as dead. Apart from the severe burn on his arm, the bleeding is serious. It doesn’t seem like he’s bled separately, but how he ended up in this state…”

The diagnosis given by the town doctor, who was the elder, wasn’t particularly surprising, so Khan’s reaction was merely to nod calmly.

‘Has his blood been drained? This situation feels eerily familiar.’

Khan glanced sideways at Draupnir, who had caused a commotion demanding ice and had now clammed up again. He gave the elder a slight nod and said,

“Thank you for your hard work.”

“Oh, no, not at all. It’s an honor for this old body to have been of help to a hero who single-handedly defeated the vile bandits.”

May the protection of the temple of all gods be with the great warrior. With these words, the elder bowed deeply to Khan and exited the room.

Khan felt awkward, his expression twisting uncomfortably at the elderly’s profound respect.

‘The protection of the temple of all gods… As if I’d want those damned things’ protection.’

The fact that everyone was treating Khan with extreme caution wasn’t just a problem with the elder.

Even before making eye contact, people were bowing their heads.

Especially the children who had grown up in the border town were the worst in their overzealous attitudes. And then…

“So, it seems unlikely we’ll get anything out of this fellow.”

“Ah, yes… That seems to be the case.”

The town chief’s attitude was also suspicious.

His answers to questions were far from satisfactory, and he could hardly meet Khan’s eyes.

It was dubious enough to wonder if the mana backlash had caused some brain damage.


“But, chief, you must know something, right? This town is a trade route between the west and the east. You must have some information that others don’t.”

“Th-that’s true. If there’s anything you wish to know, I’ll share as much as I can…”

“Firstly. I’m curious about this fellow’s origins. The equipment he had couldn’t just be obtained through plundering. Besides, not only him but all of his subordinates were exceptionally skilled in mounted combat. Ordinary bandits couldn’t possibly do that.”

“He used to be a cavalry captain in Al-Rasdel. His skills were so remarkable that neighboring domains would seek his training counsel, and there were even talks of the city’s mayor cherishing him more than a knight.”

Al-Rasdel, then…

‘I remember the daggers dropped by the bandits we killed on the way to the border town had the mark of Al-Rasdel soldiers.’

He recalled Ron mentioning the city was famous for supplying warhorses throughout the kingdom.

“So, he deserted, taking all the city’s warhorses with him?”

“Exactly. Although it might be difficult to call it desertion.”

“Difficult to call it desertion?”

As Khan asked back, the town chief seemed to ponder on how to explain, hesitating for a moment before he cautiously started,

“Are you aware of the abnormal phenomena in the north? It’s not widely known in other regions yet, but I believe all the chaos in the northern territories is caused by that ‘abnormal phenomena.’ At least, that’s my take.”

Khan’s eyes lit up. The abnormal phenomena in the north, the reason Khan had come to the north, was being mentioned by her first.

“I do have a rough idea. People suddenly lose consciousness and don’t wake up, right?”

“…They call it ‘the living corpse’ here in the north.”

The living corpse. A paradoxical combination of words. At first listen, it reminded one of ‘undead.’

“The body remains perfectly alive while the consciousness never returns… That’s the rumor circulating among the people of the north. And it’s not far from the truth. However.”

The town chief added that there had been absolutely no cases where those who had become ‘the living corpses’ had simply gotten back up.

Neither the healing of priests, the medicine of common folk, nor the potions from the Golden Tower could cure this incurable disease.

“And this living corpse disease, what’s its connection to this bandit scum?”


“It was revealed that the mayor of Al-Rasdel he was in suddenly lost consciousness and later became one of the living corpses. With no successor in such a situation, the city was paralyzed for a while. This man took advantage of the chaos, killed the city’s knight, and fled the domain with his subordinates to become bandits.”

It was a story all too familiar in Midland.

‘Where stabbing someone in the back is part of the daily routine.’

With that thought, Khan gazed intently at the unsettled town chief before him, who twitched as if flustered by the stare.”Why, why? Is there something on my face…?”

“It’s nothing.”

In contrast, it was clear that the town chief who founded this border town was of a rare ethnicity seen in Midland.

Aside from being a half-elf, her very nature was unique.

The sight of her, risking her life to complete a spell just moments before Firebird of Aelos could burn down the barricades, was particularly striking to Khan, who held a skeptical view of this place called Midland.

And it wasn’t just her.

It struck Khan anew that his companions Ron, Jan, and Aries—who fought alongside him—were also of characters seldom found in Midland.

“I just became curious all of a sudden. Why would you go so far as to risk your life to protect this town?”

“Uh….”

Surprised by Khan’s sudden question, the town chief cocked her head in puzzlement before giving a slight smile.

Despite the pallor of her face due to the backlash of mana, her smile was breathtakingly beautiful.

“I guess, at that moment, I was too desperate to think otherwise. I just felt it had to be done. You know? Here, elves are revered for their noble lineage, but half-elves like me are treated as if cursed.”

“…I didn’t know that.”

It was rare to begin with, a hybrid of elf and human.

Proud elves wouldn’t mix with what they consider inferiors. Even if elves were captured as slaves, it was rare for them to bear children with other races.

But one could guess the reason. It was a world rife with superstition, after all.

“Something accomplished against all odds can be seen as a miracle from one perspective, but an ominous sign from another.”


“Right. It’s an old story now, but my mother was burned at the stake for bearing me. They said an elf dark mage seduced a human to create a test subject…. That’s the reason my mother was killed.”

“That must have been hard.”

“Yes, it was hard. I didn’t even know my father, and having the appearance of an elf made me an easy target. The person who took me in was my stepfather. He was an ordinary mercenary you’d see anywhere.”

Khan decided not to ask the tactless question of what became of the stepfather. Although she appeared to be around Jan’s age, in reality, she must have lived much longer than him.

“It was tough for him to raise me. Trying to protect a vulnerable burden, he was often injured, and those wounds festered…. Anyway, I’ve strayed off topic. You asked why I chose to protect this town?”

She gazed out the window with a distant look in her eyes. Outside, young men bustled about, supervised by retired mercenaries shouting commands.

“My stepfather always used to say that there was a place travelers used as a rest stop, and that he wanted to build an inn there for people to rest comfortably once he retired. He claimed it was the perfect spot for business….”

“He had a great eye.”

“Yes, he truly did. Thanks to him, we now have this wonderful place.”

That was all Khan needed to hear.

The town chief, who should have been advancing into her twilight years if she were a mere human, was still living according to her stepfather’s last wishes.

“You’re both quite remarkable individuals. You and your stepfather.”

“Ha. I think you’re the most remarkable of all, don’t you think?”

“Not a warrior.”

“Hm?”

“Call me Khan. Khan, Son of Gordi . That’s my name.”

“Ah….”

She opened her mouth wide, unable to hide the surprise in her large eyes, then let out a brilliant smile that lit up her elfin features.

“Alright, Khan. I’m Neria. Neria Eastwood. It’s the name my stepfather gave me when he found me in the eastern forest.”

Saying so, the town chief… Neria showed none of the hesitation she had displayed before.

“Please take care of me.”

“Likewise.”

Would Khan have the chance to see her, the town chief, again? He couldn’t be sure. In fact, he thought it unlikely.

Just as he guessed at Aries’s past and troubles but never delved too deep, Khan had always unilaterally refused to engage too deeply with others.

Past bitter experiences had shaped him thus, but also because he had vowed to himself that he would one day leave Midland.

He remained an outsider in this wretched Midland, wandering the world in hopes of finding his way back. Yet now…

Suddenly, he found himself thinking otherwise.Even in this world of Midland, it might not be a place solely filled with filth and ugliness.

“What were you so engrossed in talking about? I thought my neck would snap from waiting.”

“S-sorry. The conversation went a bit long….”

“Hmm. Why is your face red…? Don’t tell me it took that long because—Ouch!”

“If you’re going to spout nonsense, I’ll leave you behind.”

Khan cut off Ron’s foolish talk with a kind admonishment and hopped onto the carriage. A sturdy carriage with a robust roof and spacious interior, it was an item provided as a reward for their task by Neria.

“Ah, warrior! I checked the carriage earlier, and it’s quite different from what I knew! It’s really stiff and shaky! Maybe it’s a unique cultural thing of Argon? To enjoy the journey physically?”

“That’s just because you’re comparing it to the empire’s carriages. This one is quite excellent.”

“Excellent, you say…?”

Jan, who had been waiting in the carriage, greeted Khan with an innocent face that criticized the backwardness of the kingdom, while Maya informed him of the truth and then bowed her head slightly toward Khan.

“We’ve loaded all the rewards from the town. There’s a lot—from gold coins to various food supplies, and even spare equipment.… I’ve sorted them out, but you should check them yourself later. They are all your share, after all.”

“Thank you for your hard work.”

“Hmm. That’s not why I did it, but alright.”

‘Of course, it isn’t.’

The tdark mage of her lips was all too visible. Like Wagner, she was a woman who deeply craved recognition.

She would probably be wagging her tail if she were a beastman.

“Boss! We’re all set to leave! Just say the word when you’re ready!”

Then Ron shouted, and Khan poked his head out of a little window. Neria smiled warmly at him, as if she had been waiting right in front.

“It’s a shame you’re leaving already, Khan.”

“I’ll stop by again if there’s more work to be done.”

“Do that. I will always be here, so please visit whenever you wish to rest.”

Being a half-elf, she indeed might always be waiting just like now, whenever he decided to visit.

Instead of replying, Khan nodded firmly.

“Ah, and also, take this with you. It felt like my gratitude was a bit lacking….”

What Neria offered was a blade somewhere between a dagger and a longsword, its edge tapering to a point like an awl.

It resembled the stilettos classified in games.

“It’s a sword I used during my mercenary days. It’s made from a special steel that’s easily enchanted and sharp enough to pierce through troll skin. Plus, I’ve inscribed it with various enchantments.”

“It’s a fine item. Would it be alright for me to have it?”

“Of course. It would just rot in my storage anyway. If it can be of any help to you, that would be even better.”

Khan expressed his sincere gratitude.

While he was unsure of the extent of her magical skills, considering that elves were generally excellent mages, it undoubtedly was a significant gift.

More valuable than the payment of the two-horse carriage with northern lineage horses, gold coins, and food supplies for dealing with the bandit group.

“Since you don’t have mana, I also added some magic stones. The inscribed spells are….”

Neria elaborated on the spells inscribed on the blade, and Khan listened attentively to her explanation till the end without hurrying.

“Well then. If there’s another chance, let’s meet again.”

“Certainly.”

Their conversation ended there.

As if promising to meet again, they deliberately left no lingering feelings behind.

After bidding farewell with a refreshing attitude, Khan found his seat and tapped the wall towards the coachman’s seat.

Thump- Thump-

At the signal, Ron started moving, and with a jolt, the carriage began its journey.

Heading towards Al-Ranzas, a city they must pass through to purify the ‘Blood Vessel’ obtained from Darkin.
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047. The Goddess of Justice (2)

Although there was an opportunity to make repairs in a small town on the way to Al-Ranzas, the party chose not to dwell and instead hastened their journey. The preserved food that Neria had prepared was more than enough for a round trip from Al-Ranzas to the border town, and there was little difference between sleeping in small houses with a barn inside, huddling with beasts, or camping out on the road.

“Moreover, if such small towns were to maintain themselves in good condition, it would mean they have a considerable income. Where would that be found in the midst of the chaos engulfing the entire North? It can only mean plunder.”

Ron’s speculation that the town itself had transformed into a group of plunderers did have a significant influence on the decision. Of course, ordinary townsman would hardly pose a threat to the party but…

‘There’s no need to stir up unnecessary trouble.’

“But still. You mentioned that Al-Ranzas and Al-Rasdel are quite close, right? I’m a bit worried about that area…”

Upon hearing Jan’s murmur, Khan shrugged his shoulders.

“Well.”

Several days had passed since the party left the border town. Thanks to the carriage Neria had given them as a reward, their journey to Al-Ranzas sped up, and if nothing untoward happened, they expected to enter Al-Ranzas in a few days.

Khan might have dismissed Jan’s worries lightly, but it was certainly a point that needed to be addressed.

“If the chief’s words are true, then Al-Rasdel might have been thrown into chaos due to raiders, but Al-Ranzas should be fine. Even a band of raiders wouldn’t dare to intrude into a place watched over by the Goddess of Justice.”

“Maya is correct. Even the Hundred Battle Marquis, who can be considered the highest authority in the North, sees Al-Ranzas as a separate entity. It should be fine.”

“The Goddess of Justice?”

Jan’s eyes widened.

“The gods of the pantheon usually focus their gaze on the main temples. That’s what my master said…”

“That’s true. However, the convent in Al-Ranzas is a bit special. Or rather, should I say there’s someone special there?”

Ron went on to explain about the background of the convent’s director. It was all based on rumors circulating among mercenaries or something overheard in Al-Ranzas in the past, but it was enough.

“The deputy commander of the paladins…? Why would such a person be, not in the headquarters, but in the remote area of Argon?”

“That, only the person themselves would know. Maybe they retired and settled down in their homeland. Ah, speaking of which, you might have heard something about it, right?”

Suddenly turned to, Khan nonchalantly shook his head.


“All I heard is that the convent’s director might solve my problem.”

“What… That’s so like you.”

Responding as if they expected nothing less from Khan, he glanced at the driver’s seat and clenched his fist slightly.

‘I need to find out more there.’

Of course, it was true that Khan was overly indifferent…

The fact that Aries, who introduced Berta in the first place, was extremely taciturn, nearly on the verge of vanishing, did play a big role. At least, that’s how Khan saw it.

Given that Aries’s manner of speaking suggested nothing remarkable, concluding it as a reasonable suspicion that the little lady was trying to exploit her rank to make use of the convent’s director, Berta, wasn’t necessarily wrong.

“After all… that paladin lady did seem a bit blunt.”

“Paladin lady…? What’s that about?”

“Ah… it’s a long story to explain right now. When there’s a chance later on, I’ll fill you in. So, what do you plan to do once we take care of our business in Al-Ranzas? I’ve heard you wanted to investigate the anomalies in the North, but I’ve not heard exactly what your plan is.”

“Oh, I was curious about that too! Do you have something in mind? Warrior?”

“Roughly.”

While it was difficult to explain in detail because it’s related to knowledge from the game, the clues gathered so far had given him a rough direction.

“Neria mentioned it. Among the rumors circulating in the North, there’s talk of a person called ‘the sage’ leading people. They’re helping refugees from fallen cities or wanderers.”

“The sage?”

Jan was the one who responded to Khan’s words, particularly to the word ‘sage.’ Sages were commonly a nickname referring to the maguses of the magic towers.

“Hmm. It’s not someone from our tower, right? Currently, everyone would be either in the East or have returned to the Empire…”

“If the sage in the North were a magus from the magic tower, the rumors wouldn’t have spread like this. Probably an independent mage. Or maybe someone whose affiliation is not yet known.”

“Could it be… the people Count Emil mentioned?”

“You mean that dubious group, the Followers of Truth?”


Upon Maya’s inquiry, Khan nodded.

“There’s a high probability it’s them.”

“I’ve never heard about such a group from the head of the armory… But to think that these individuals are orchestrating the chaos in the north from the shadows, it feels somewhat unreal.”

“Well, that would make sense.”

Khan’s gaze turned somber.

The Followers of Truth would start to make their name known by collapsing the Magic Tower in the future, but if asked whether their current strength was weaker than it would be later, that wasn’t the case.

Just as had happened during the era of Darkin Pereyas, there was no trick to taking out an underdeveloped boss early. The current power of the Followers of Truth wouldn’t differ much from what they’d have later on.

With the continent’s transcendents bound by the current Emperor’s ‘Pact of Purification’, concentrating their power for the hunt of the Great Demons, they were merely conserving their strength while waiting for an opportunity.

If things go as foretold, the moment the current Emperor passes away, a multitude of calamities, including the Followers of Truth, would start to move in earnest.

‘The somewhat relieving point is, to them, our situation here might just be a part of their experiments scattered across the continent.’

Although specifics are forgotten due to the negative effects of skipping parts of the story, he knew that the Followers of Truth were actively working to bring down the Magic Tower around this time.

This meant the Followers of Truth currently in the Kingdom of Argon were not superhumans they couldn’t handle right now… not monsters on the level of the Tower’s Master or the commanders of the Paladin Corps or the Imperial Knights.

The monstrous being who had reached transcendence, akin to a supreme leader among the Followers, naturally could not appear yet.

Their chances were good enough.

If Khan’s prediction was wrong and the Followers in the north were as powerful as the Masters of Magic…

‘Well, we’d have to face them to find out.’

“First, it’s Al-Ranzas. We’ll meet that so-called sage afterward.”

Of course, no one could tell whether meeting the sage would end merely as a simple encounter or if it would become a moment for the axe of justice, like with many other magic practitioners.

For now, at least.

*


*

*

Thus, after several more days of travel, the group entered Al-Ranzas.

Since they couldn’t speed up beyond a certain point on the highway, the carriage began to move sluggishly, and Khan, who had been stuck in the carriage for days and felt stiff, decided to walk on his own feet.

Thanks to the effects attached to the ‘Bracelet of the Messenger’ and his physical stamina stats, walking like this posed no issues of fatigue, and he figured it would also reduce unnecessary disputes if he simply walked alongside as an escort.

“This place seems better off than expected.”

Khan commented as he walked next to the driver’s seat.

Even before fully entering Al-Ranzas, there were noticeable groups of refugees and peddlers moving along the highway on foot.

Especially, groups loading goods on wagons caught his eye. Considering the current situation in the north, these carriages seemed prime targets for bandits, yet there appeared to be no concern for bandits, nor were any guards in sight.

“That’s a trading company operating from Al-Ranzas. The balance scale, symbolizing the Goddess of Justice, combined with the shield emblem belongs to a noble house of Al-Ranzas.”

Having noticed Khan’s interest in the unique caravan moving just ahead, Ron added his explanation.

“The Al-Ranzas Convent venerates the Goddess of Justice among the pantheon. It has a rather deep history, and the noble house that has been governing Al-Ranzas for generations is influenced by it. Incorporating the symbol of the god into the family crest is part of that tradition.”

“The influence of the abbess must be tremendous.”

“Hmm… Normally, you would think so, but that might not be the case. Abbess Berta is famous for not intervening in matters unrelated to the convent.”

Hearing this, one might get the impression of a devout cleric. However, confirmation was elusive. After all, there had been cases like Vice Abbot Norman from Nordic, who was corrupted despite a good reputation.

‘Furthermore, involving the Goddess of Justice…’

The Goddess of Justice ranked fairly high even within the pantheon.

Holding a scale of justice in one hand and a sword of condemnation in the other, this beautiful goddess was known to protect the weak and judge all evils.

Yet, the Goddess of Justice was infamous in the community for antagonizing players without any apparent reason. Some fans, intrigued by the unnecessarily high-quality illustrations, even bestowed odd nicknames like ‘the Disliked Goddess.’

‘Aries had received the favor of that peculiar god, even using the Divine Possession skill… almost as if she was anointed as an apostle.’

The reason why the Goddess of Justice opposed players remained a mystery, even after the game’s conclusion. There’s a chance Khan inadvertently skipped over the clue.And now, the current him was a player with a game system, but also a possessor inhabiting the body of a native from Midland. Therefore, it was an undeniable reality that she might also become hostile towards Khan.

The issue was that Aries, appointed as the apostle by the Goddess of Justice, had a sense of debt towards Khan.

‘Considering those uncooperative Paladin NPCs because of that quirky goddess…’

It was not entirely impossible for Berta, a former Paladin, to become uncooperative against plans.

“Is there a problem? Your expression looks like you’re about to catch someone in the act.”

“…Well. I just thought sudden problems could arise.”

“Khan. Let’s not voice such worries out loud. Considering all the incidents happening around you these days, I wonder if it’s indeed your doing.”

“I’m starting to worry if you’ve started to enjoy getting it wrong.”

“What are you—ugh!”

As per usual, ignoring Ron’s foolish banter and following the trading caravans ahead, the ancient walls of Al-Ranzas soon came into view.

The walls, seemingly telling of their history – or rather, their significant wear and age – sprawled out expansively.

From the first impression, the city seemed nondescript except for the convent dedicated to the Goddess of Justice, making it clear why Al-Ranzas’s nobility made the Goddess of Justice’s symbol their family crest.

‘Without selling even their gods, this city would be hopeless.’

In that regard, the acumen of the nobles governing Al-Ranzas was quite impressive.

Given the influent church in the empire, for a noble of the Argon Kingdom to decisively lean towards the church was a bold move indeed.

Ultimately, the interest of the Goddess of Justice in Al-Ranzas led to positive outcomes, but it was a gamble that could have drastically reduced their influence in the kingdom’s political sphere.

“Well, it’s not my problem anyway.”

After all, Khan had business only with Berta, the former Paladin who would cleanse the Blood Vessel.

*

*

*

Sunlight entering through the window lit the serene interior of the convent.

In the prayer room, where not even a faint breath could be heard, a statue representing the Goddess of Justice and an old nun kneeling in prayer below it seemed almost like a still life.

Even after a while, the old nun remained motionless as if dead, only the occasional rise and fall of her chest would betray that she was not a corpse.

“……”

Her figure radiated a profound sanctity, making it instantaneously apparent she was no ordinary being. Had someone observed her, they might’ve felt the guilt of witnessing a divine message being received.

“Sister Berta! Where are you? Sisteeer…!”

A bright voice of a young girl shattered the silence, and the old nun’s eyes slowly opened. Her milky white irises, seeming almost blinded, faced the statue of the Goddess of Justice with clear intent.

“How could……”

Her voice, tinged with various complex emotions, reflected the frustration of unsolvable problems, a powerless certainty that she could not deal with them on her own, and an instinctive faith in her god…

“You were here all along! Oh…! Viscount Perran is eagerly waiting to meet you, Sister.”

“Is there any other news?”

Despite her aged appearance, the nun’s voice was strong, having managed to compose herself from the emotions that had seeped into her voice momentarily.

“No! That was all. Why? Did the goddess perhaps send a message?”

Because of that, the girl, who had cut her auburn hair just above her shoulders, bubbled with lively chatter, likely attempting to make a joke as usual.

But unfortunately, her attempt at humor fell flat this time.

“Yes. The Goddess of Justice has bestowed an oracle.”

“Really? It’s rare to receive a direct message, isn’t it?”

The young girl’s wide eyes filled with surprise. However, the seasoned abbess, with an unfathomable expression, simply conveyed the sober truth.

“…This city has been struck by a calamity.”
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Al-Ranzas was orderly, just as it had felt from the beginning.

The soldiers in charge of the city wall inspection were neatly controlling the people, not neglecting the inspection even if it was a city-affiliated merchant. It was almost a state of martial law, demonstrating how chaotic the northern region was at the moment.

“…A mercenary?”

“I’m Ron Ironhammer. Quite a famous veteran in the industry. Grab any mercenaries nearby and ask; they would have at least heard of my name.”

“I’m not interested in how famous a mercenary you are.”

The middle-aged man responsible for the gate inspection, called the ‘Watch Commander’ by those around, curtly dismissed Ron’s words.

“You have quite a unique composition. It’s hard to see your group as a mercenary party. A female lancer, a young man with a green behind his ears, and then…”

The Watch Commander’s gaze slowly swept over the group and stopped when it reached Khan.

“A barbarian. I’ve heard rumors that the notoriety of barbarian mercenaries is terrible in the Al-Loren region to the east of here. It just so happens that you have a barbarian mercenary in your group.”

“Well, rumors are always exaggerated, aren’t they?”

“That’s true. Rumors are indeed not always reliable. But if you’re a mercenary, you shouldn’t be ignorant of the recent situation in the north. The rumors are not something that can be easily dismissed in such a situation.”

“Commander! The inspection is complete! There’s a huge amount of goods inside. There’s as much cargo as a merchant guild’s wagon!”

At the shout from the guard searching the group’s wagon, the Watch Commander’s eyebrows twitched.

“Hmm. Not a mercenary but a merchant?”

“Those are the rewards for our tasks.”

“What kind of remarkable task was it, that my subordinate is surprised at the amount of goods stacked… You must be quite the exceptional mercenary.”

There was skepticism underlying the mockery. Despite this, Ron maintained a smooth smile, as Khan had important business in Al-Ranzas.

“I may just be a nobody with a long career. But the others in the group are quite remarkable. Look at this barbarian fellow here. Doesn’t he look brave enough to slap an orc?”

“…”

After hearing Ron’s words and scrutinizing Khan’s body, the Watch Commander nodded with a sour face. Indeed, he looked more fearsome than an orc, he thought to himself.


“And this young fellow here is a mage. This lady is…”

“A mercenary of the Mercenary Guild, Maya Eldred.”

“Eldred…?”

When the Watch Commander inquired with a puzzled tone, Maya threw a mercenary badge embroidered with her name and affiliation in gold thread. Khan called it a ‘free pass.’

The Watch Commander carefully examined Maya’s mercenary badge, and indeed, it had an effect worthy of being called a free pass.

“Eldred’s badge, a gold-badge mercenary, surely…”

The gold mercenary badge was only given to those close to the leadership of the guild, almost equivalent to the seal of the guild’s guild master. It could be wielded almost like a carte blanche in cities of a certain size or larger where the guild’s influence reached.

The significance held by her family name was not small either.

“So, is your visit to the city on official business?”

“Even if it were, I have no obligation to inform you.”

At Maya’s bluff, the Watch Commander furrowed his brow, pondering for a moment before exhaling through his nose.

“There’s no need to go to such lengths. Just remember one thing.”

The Watch Commander stepped back and threw back Maya’s mercenary badge.

“Don’t stir up trouble and just see to your business before leaving. The situation in Al-Ranzas is not any less dire than the turmoil in the north.”

***

“That little twerp really had the nerve to show off…!”

No sooner had they entered the outer district of the city, Maya spat out a colorful curse. Despite the possibility of being overheard, given their not-so-great distance, she spoke loudly, almost as if inviting listeners.

“Well… he was a bit overly meticulous.”

“Tch. I wish he was part of that suspicious group. Then, I could just stab him with a spear…”

“Eek!”


Jan flinched unnecessarily at Maya’s aggressive comment, and Maya’s lips remained twisted, showing her still displeased mood.

Ron, realizing just how severe Maya could actually be despite her usual courtesy, smiled and pacified her.

“Don’t be too harsh. That fellow, I haven’t seen him around before. Probably got assigned to gate inspection relatively recently. That might explain why he’s being so tight-lipped, considering the northern situation.”

“If that’s the case, it’s the city’s mayor who is at fault. To give him such a responsibility.”

Skirting the voices of two that sounded like a conversation meant to soothe an angry child, Khan keenly observed the state of Al-Ranzas, letting their words lightly pass through one ear. Compared to the bordering towns, it seemed to lack stamina.

Though the people’s complexions didn’t suggest they were starving, an undeniable shadow of something not fully concealed had settled on their faces, giving off a strong impression of repression. Khan recalled having seen similar expressions back on Earth, ‘Just like those corporate drones who do nothing but work.’

He probably would have looked the same had he remained there. Khan couldn’t help but smile bitterly at his now vaguely remembered reflection.

The monastery was situated at the very outskirts of Al-Ranzas’ outer district. Naturally, questions arose as to why a monastery, usually accessible, was positioned so remotely, but the answer quickly became apparent—it was a matter of politics. While people might serve the Goddess of Justice by necessity, they couldn’t extend the same service to its priests. Likely, it was one of several measures taken by the city’s nobility to diminish the abbess’s influence.

“So, were you sent here on a mission from a Paladin, then? To find the Al-Ranzas monastery?”

Khan shrugged nonchalantly at Maya’s ongoing curiosity, “Not on a mission, I’m here to collect a reward.”

“A reward…? You mean you were given a mission by a Paladin from Argon?”

“Something like that. It wasn’t explicitly stated as a mission, though.”

While Khan’s reply was indifferent, Maya looked shocked, ‘A natural reaction,’ he thought.

The Church of the Pantheon considered all gods not of the Pantheon as heresy, thus treating those who worshiped their ethnic gods as tantamount to barbarian. This stance was especially strong among Paladins who faced heretics and demons on the frontlines. It was hard to imagine a Paladin resorting to seeking help from what they considered a barbarian, regardless of the urgency.

“…For a warrior of your caliber, I suppose it’s plausible to ask for help without losing face. But what kind of situation was it?”

“The usual stuff Paladins deal with. What else is there besides crushing the skulls of dark mages?”

“Hehe, a truly formidable dark mage it was. I still can’t believe I survived that. Don’t you think so, Jan?”

“Uh… I mostly remember frantically casting spells. But you were indeed incredible at the end, sir. It reminded me of the ‘Great Warrior.'”

Khan grimaced at Jan’s nonsense. The ‘Great Warrior’ was a figure even he was familiar with, a hero who saved humanity during a time when the transcendent beings derived from mythical entities waged war over the dominion of Midland. Although the existence of such a perfect warrior in reality was doubtful, ‘The Great Warrior’s equipment exists, so it can’t be all lies. Even the Pantheon Church acknowledges it.’

Regardless, whether the ‘Great Warrior’ was a real person mattered little to Khan.


He was merely discontent with having the title of ‘warrior’ associated with himself, a faux barbarian mulling over how to abandon this detestable world for Earth, “Enough with the nonsense. We’re nearly at the monastery.”

True to his words, as the building came into sight, the chatter within the group died down, and their attention turned towards the monastery in view. Positioned in a desolate clearing, with nothing surrounding it, the monastery would seem eerily ghostly at night. Unlike the downtrodden faces of Al-Ranzas’ people observed along the way, those around the monastery—clad in priestly gowns, both the young girls and the old man with an impressively unwrinkled face—were filled with smiles, as if the monastery’s vicinity was a secluded space, immune to the chaos of the north.

“A sanctuary under the watch of the Goddess of Justice…”

Khan muttered his impression plainly as he stepped forward to lead the group. Sensing their approach somehow, the upright old man turned to face Khan’s party. The elder’s cloudy white eyes locked with Khan’s ashen ones in a silent confrontation. Noticing the tense atmosphere, the young nuns stopped their tasks and turned their attention towards the scene.

“Ah!”

“Oh, sister. The orc has gray skin…!”

“You fool! That is not an orc, it’s a barbarian. Come here!”

While the other members of the party were nowhere to be seen, the girls screamed in horror upon seeing Khan, whose size vastly differed from that of an average continental.

Normally, Khan would have at least frowned at such shrill screams, but at the moment, such minor nuisances didn’t even register to him.

‘It’s different.’

An elder who didn’t seem elderly, with a neat face, upright posture, but cloudy eyes. These could indeed point out how the old priest was different from ordinary people, but what Khan felt was something else.

An intangible aura emanating from the elder seemed to bind Khan. Despite seeming frail, Khan couldn’t easily envision the elder falling to his hands.

“Boss? Why have you suddenly…”

“Continue with what you’re doing. I need to welcome these guests. Can you manage?”

Interrupting Ron’s words that broke the silence, the elder calmed the frightened girls.

Khan, internally chewing over what he had just felt, resumed walking. The perplexed party members followed him.

“Khan here. I assume Aries has informed you.”

“I did suspect the person Aries spoke of would be a gray-skinned barbarian… It would actually be harder not to recognize you.”

“May I enter?”

The elder… former deputy commander of the Paladin Order, berta nodded slightly before turning her back without a word. Khan told his party members to bide their time and followed her into the depths of the convent.

Thud- Thud-

“I was quite surprised when I first heard the news. It’s a joy that the child has fulfilled her long-cherished wish, but she claimed she couldn’t have done it without help… and that’s why she asked for your assistance. Being someone who rarely shares her thoughts only added to it.”

“Troublesome, isn’t it?”

At Khan’s brief remark, berta let out a gentle chuckle.

“Troublesome… That child really hated to cause trouble for anyone.”

“It wasn’t troublesome. Just felt a bit busy, like taking care of a young niece. We never really got along before.”

“In my opinion, you’re an excellent guardian.”

“Can someone who can split a man’s head in two be considered a guardian?”

“Even the most villainous under the heavens can be a precious parent to someone.”

‘Wow, what an agile tongue for an old woman.’

Feeling uncomfortably entangled in her words, Khan’s nose wrinkled in annoyance.

“Please, come in. I don’t have much to offer due to our circumstances.”

“It’s fine. I can drink goblin blood like water, after all.”

“There’s no need for such jokes; I can offer you a simple tea.”

It wasn’t a joke.

During a so-called warrior’s trial, when he was thrown alone into the frozen peaks, there was a time he had to drink goblin blood as a substitute for water.

Of course, he later realized that it was as insane as drinking poison for lack of water.

Had it not been for his barbarian’s constitution, he might have died from dysentery.

Scratching the back of his head, Khan casually sat down. The old chair creaked, and Berta quickly prepared a drink, placing it before him.

“I’ve heard the gist. You mentioned needing purification.”

“This here. It fell from Darkin Perayas’s corpse.”

Khan laid the Blood Vessel he’d diligently kept safe on the table.

Berta examined the blood bowl, which looked like a red orb the size of a human eyeball, and said with her characteristic gentle smile,

“This won’t be too difficult. However, we have a small favor to ask…”

“A favor?”

It seemed like a joke. Coming to receive payment, only to be asked for something in return, twisted Khan’s mouth into a wry smirk.

Sensing his discomfort, berta quickly explained while waving her hands,

“It’s not a difficult favor. Just… if you could spare a moment for a conversation with someone who wishes to speak with you, that’s all.”

“A conversation?”

Khan was bewildered, but he nodded anyway. Just a conversation can’t be too hard, he thought.

However, he would come to regret that decision the next moment.

‘This is…!’

The presence he felt upon first making eye contact with Berta suddenly surged, as if exploding. Instinctively reaching for his axe, the weight crushing down on his shoulders twisted Khan’s face.

“You wanted to have a conversation… with me?”

『Presumptuous. A mere young warrior of the Warrior God.』
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Berta’s lips twitched, but the voice that sounded was not human.

Actually, it was embarrassing to even call it a voice.

It was a revelation. The will of a transcendent being directly infiltrating the mind, an irrefutable command.

Khan closed his eyes tightly against the invisible pressure and transcendent will weighing him down.

It was clear who had descended in Berta’s stead. The goddess of the Pantheon who wields the scales and sword, discerning good from evil in this world and delivering judgment and punishment.

“The Goddess of Justice.”

The moment Khan opened his eyes, the crushing pressure had vanished.

It wasn’t that the Goddess of Justice had bestowed mercy.

Khan had resisted the transcendent’s will on his own.

A mere mortal resisting the will spread by a transcendent? Moreover, a God of the Pantheon?

It was incredulous, an act not easily achieved even by beings who had embraced transcendence and ascended to the ranks of superhumans.

Khan himself did not know how such an act was possible. Was it the influence of a barbarian’s robust body on the soul? Or perhaps it was Khan’s own soul…

『Presumptuous. Young warrior of the Warrior God.』

A sharp voice intrusively cut through his thoughts, thundering inside his head, leaving a metallic taste of blood in his mouth.

Damn, he’s not some martial arts expert from a novel. Internally, Khan cursed at the Goddess of Justice’s action of harming a barbarian’s robust body with mere will.

『Young warrior. If you truly are an apostle of the Warrior God, it is only proper for you to show me respect. I am the goddess who decides all good and evil in Midland, the holy punisher. You should treat me as you would your God.』

“I serve no one. If you truly are who you say, then you should know that’s the truth.”

Khan retorted sharply, knowing full well that lies would not work on a transcendent being.

However, the response he received was far from what he had expected.

『You put on a trivial show. That a mere mortal dares to reveal his will and spout lies before me only proves that you are the warrior of the Warrior God.』


“What does that mean…”

『Considering your status, it would be proper for you to lay bare everything before me like an infant. Yet, to me, everything about you is blurry. What might that imply?』

It means that the Warrior God is protecting him.

Khan couldn’t hide his bewildered expression. The Warrior God is protecting me?

‘Why would someone I’ve never met bother to protect me?’

Though it seemed absurd, Khan composed his expression calmly.

It’s the Goddess of Justice, after all. A God holding a considerably high position within the Pantheon would unlikely lie just to deceive a mere barbarian mortal.

Khan saw this as an opportunity to glean more information. After all, it’s not every day, even in games, that one gets the chance to converse with a God of the Pantheon.

“…To make things clear, I am not the warrior. I have never aspired to be one, and there is indeed another warrior in Hoarfrost Gorge.”

『You are dim-witted, young warrior. Through your foolish blade, I have observed your battles. Such power does not belong in the body of a mortal unless it is inherited from giants.』

“I am a pure human. Unless there’s a line of giants in Hoarfrost Gorge’s lineage.”

『Indeed. You all are descendants of the Warrior God, not having inherited the line of giants. Then, where does this immense power you wield come from? It is the Warrior God. The God of your people has bestowed power upon you.』

The more they conversed, the more he felt ensnared.

The power of the Warrior God? Even as the game has merged with reality, are the game systems like the stat screen, skills, and item information still operational?Khan was certain of it.

No, that couldn’t be right. Those beings currently called gods in Midland were far from deserving the title of ‘real gods.’

They were merely transcendents who had accumulated an excessive amount of power.

Just as a demon excessively strong would be called a great demon, transcendents who were excessively powerful were the gods of the Pantheon.

The only beings worthy of being called true gods were the ‘old gods’ said to have existed during the mythological era, entities from other dimensions that connected to the very beginning of Midland.

And then…

‘The Goddess of Justice doesn’t quite grasp what my power is.’


She had concluded that Khan’s superhuman strength was the power of a Warrior God.

However, Khan’s real ability was not in his monstrous physique or a lethal move powered by a skill.

His real ability was the ‘game system’ that encompassed it all.

‘This bizarre system that even fools beings at the level of the Goddess of Justice, it couldn’t have originated from the Warrior God who is a transcendent like me.’

Of course, questions remain.

The fact that Khan resisted a transcendent’s direct will and that the Goddess of Justice couldn’t decipher anything from him was precisely that.

‘This question isn’t something that can be resolved immediately.’

“… Let’s say I am indeed a warrior of the Warrior God. My strength is a blessing from the Warrior God, and that blessing protects me from your prying eyes. Then, depending on the situation, could the Warrior God simply decide to take this power back?”

『I’ve never permitted questions, but I’ll make an exception and answer this one. It’s impossible. Well, it’s possible, but there would be significant loss during the retrieval process, so it’s not something normally done. That’s also why gods don’t lightly interfere with apostles.』

“… I see.”

Shit, is that somehow a relief? Khan sighed inwardly where it wouldn’t show.

Even putting aside whether common sense can be applied to an entity that has done the ludicrous act of cramming a soul from another dimension into a body from another dimension,

If his possession is a form of apostle contract and the game system is considered a power bestowed by a God, then the answer from the Goddess of Justice somewhat alleviates the concerns he’s had.

He was worried about what would happen if the game system suddenly evaporated.

‘But why… does it feel like she’s being unusually kind?’

Suddenly, a question popped up. The disparity between the Goddess of Justice in the game and the Goddess of Justice who has descended before him now is so great it could make one think they are different beings.

Her following paladins would attack players indiscriminately, and there had even been instances where the Goddess of Justice herself would descend to personally annihilate players…

‘Now that I remember, that strange pressure has been gone for a while too.’

Realizing late that the surrounding pressure had vanished, Khan looked into Berta’s eyes with curiosity.

The Goddess of Justice, through Berta, quietly met his gaze. Shit, what the hell is this?


“You’re kinder than I thought. I assumed the gods of the Pantheon were a prideful lot.”

『I have no reason to be hostile toward you. It would be justified for me to be furious over the rudeness you’ve committed, but I am the merciful guardian of the balance. If it stems from ignorance, it’s only right to extend mercy.』

Khan frowned and pondered her words. So, she’s saying she let it slide because I was ignorant?

『Furthermore, the child destined to become the Sword Apostle has been freed from deception with your help. Answering your question is a small recompense in comparison.』

At the Goddess of Justice’s cool response, Khan twitched his lips.

“I’ve heard that the gods of Midland foresee the future and penetrate the fate of mortals, providing visions to help them overcome crises. Did you foresee what would have happened to Aries if my help had not been there?”

『Such an impudent question… Young warrior of the Warrior God. Fully predicting the future is impossible for any being. We merely glimpse at the fragments of predetermined fates.』

“Fragments…”

『Additionally, the fate of that child became unreadable upon meeting you, much like how a river cannot be distinguished from the sea once they meet. The vast destiny engulfs everything around it.』

“… What does that even mean?”

The future of a transcendent is unpredictable, even to themselves. Just as you who have accepted the divinity of a Warrior God, it is the same for you. Being imbued with the power of a transcendent makes it easy to obscure mere mortals.

Khan tried to ignore the goosebumps beginning to form, focusing on the conversation. There was still something he needed to ask the Goddess of Justice.

Perhaps, the most important question yet…

“May I ask one final question?”

『Whether there are two or three makes little difference. Proceed.』

“If there’s a mortal, not borrowing the power of a transcendent but born with a grand destiny. How would the pantheon, or you, receive such a being?”

『An intriguing question indeed. You’re not asking about the existence of such a being, but how beings like me would receive it.』

White light seemed to sparkle from Berta’s eyes, revealing that the Goddess of Justice was closely observing Khan in this moment. It almost seemed as if asking, is that being you? Khan tried to maintain a calm demeanor.

Had he not been in the body of a barbarian, he might have broken into cold sweat.

Soon, berta’s eyes regained their original blurry color, and the Goddess of Justice instilled a question into Khan’s mind.

『If such a being truly exists, the pantheon would observe and see. Whether it becomes harmful or malevolent… We’d judge slowly and deem it not too late.』

“What about you? As the goddess of the scales and the sword.”

The barbarian’s attempt at an elegant title seemed endearing, and the corners of Berta’s mouth curved into a long smile.

『As you said, I am the goddess of the scales and the sword. But if there truly is a mortal born with such a grand destiny, they wouldn’t be able to be judged on my scales. So isn’t the answer predetermined?』

The obvious implication was death.

A thunderous roar resounded in his head, as if signifying the firm decision of the goddess.

* * *

Playing games with a keyboard and mouse, the past. Living incarnated in this Midland, the present. What led the Goddess of Justice to such a drastic change in attitude between the two? Khan couldn’t fathom.

But, the question didn’t end there.

Even the Goddess of Justice can’t foresee all futures of Midland, yet hadn’t she observed the start and end of Midland multiple times?

Even resulting in better outcomes or worse endings after several attempts…

Could this be the feeling of being utterly lost in an endless space, burdening oneself with more problems than answers sought?

The only certainty was, the existence related to his incarnation is a being far beyond even the divine beings of the pantheon.

‘Surely, there couldn’t be another being apart from the old gods.’

“Questions only lead to more questions. So, is this where we end?”

『This is the end. I’ve somewhat found my answer. Now, it seems it’s time to hear what you expect of me.』

The Goddess of Justice didn’t chide nor deny Khan’s leading tone. Instead, berta merely lifted the corners of her mouth, visibly amused.

‘So, there was something she desired after all.’

This realization made Khan tilt his head.

The kindness shown by the Goddess of Justice couldn’t fully explain why she nominated Aries as her apostle, or why she mistook him for an apostle of the Warrior God.

Then the content was crucial. If her request was incredibly unreasonable, it would naturally have to be refused…

『This concerns the northern region of Argon.』

Just then, a voice quietly infiltrated Khan’s mind, and he almost imperceptibly smiled. If Aries had seen it, she might have called it a sly smile.
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『Young Warrior, are you aware of the strange phenomena occurring throughout the North?』

“I have a rough idea. An incurable disease by any power, and it’s also called a living corpse by the people here.”

『That is not a disease. Therefore, it cannot be cured with the blessings of the pantheon. Rather, it is as though it is already dead.』

A trace of anger seeped from the will of the Goddess of Justice, and as a result, a thunderous rumble echoed in Khan’s mind.

『The cycle of life and death is a natural law of this world, and an inevitable fate for those who cannot escape the cycle of mortality. However, there are ruthless individuals in the North who are artificially twisting this law.』

“Do you have any idea who these people are?”

『All those who serve me are my eyes and ears.』

So, they’re saying they don’t know about their own front yard in such an old-fashioned manner….

Khan inwardly mocked the Goddess’s brazen response as he selected his next question.

“So, what does this phenomenon and the task you wish to assign me have to do with each other?”

『Indeed. I will entrust you with the task of dealing with these ruthless ones. Each of my children has their own role, and there exists a struggle for power among the mortals’ nations. No one is more suitable than you, young warrior. If the cycle continues to be disrupted in this manner, the world will face yet another rift.』

‘Another rift?’

This particular part was intriguing. Was there a recent rift, or are they speaking of something in the past? However, those thoughts were halted as the will of the Goddess of Justice continued its transmission.

『Your role is to deal with these ruthless ones and assist my scale in guiding souls to the rightful path.』

“scale?”

Khan frowned, remembering who the Goddess’s Scale were. Was he really supposed to accompany that mad zealot? Wait, was she even in this area?

At the moment Darkin Perayas invades the Empire’s territory in Act 5. The Goddess’s Scale, a named NPC who appears under the protection of paladins, was not exactly a welcome ally for Khan.

The fact that the Goddess of Justice occasionally smites players through her, and her tendency to treat players as heretics and adversaries, made it impossible to properly recruit her as an ally.

Moreover, her unpredictable and random algorithm behavior was a hindrance to gameplay.


“… What about your sword, aries?”

『That child is currently at the monastery receiving my divinity. The others are assisting in that.』

“Oh, I see….”

Perhaps it’s related to some NPC awakening event? In any case, Khan was pleased with the promise that Aries, whom he had agreed to assist, would become stronger. It’s good news since he didn’t have the opportunity during Darkin’s time.

“I understand I must accompany the scale to guide souls. But I have a question. Is it really possible to extract a living person’s soul with some sort of spell? Even the ancient mages couldn’t handle souls, I heard.”

The magus of the Mage Tower, Jerome, had avoided detailed discussions about the living corpses.

Revealing the Mage Tower’s research was deemed too risky for both parties. However, it was made clear that it had something to do with the mythological era.

In other words, the Mage Tower had either speculated that the ‘living corpses’ were related to souls or had already proven it.

‘The Mage Tower, being the most proficient group in ancient spells, would naturally think it’s related to the mythological era.’

“I was under the impression that handling souls was only possible for demons or a very few dark mages. Even they cannot extract souls from the living.”

『Young Warrior. It is surprising, given your lineage as a descendant of the Warrior God, how vast your knowledge is. However, I must clarify that it is not impossible to handle souls through spells. The magic sword at your hip is also an object that contains a soul within. Of course, the origin of that spell comes from a being of transcendence. A being of considerable stature.』

“Are you suggesting… something like a dragon, a transcendental species, wouldn’t find it too difficult?”

The Goddess of Justice remained silent, as if avoiding the topic. It was unclear whether it was reluctance to answer or if there was some reason that prevented further discussion.

“So, how should we proceed to release these souls? Don’t you have even a hint?”

『It will soon fall into your hands. There’s no need for me to personally inform you. Young Warrior. When the time comes for your strength to be needed, as long as you do not flee.』

The statement sounded like a subtle provocation. Khan simply shrugged his shoulders.

“I get the whole picture. You want to borrow my strength to resolve this matter. Have you thought about what you’ll offer me in return?”

With an enigmatic smile, berta’s hand moved. Her fingertips, smooth beyond belief for someone of age, reached toward the axe tied to Khan’s waist, and a beam of pure white light was shot towards it. Khan paused momentarily but gracefully accepted the light beam.

『A weapon touched by a mortal is not bad, but it’s unworthy of a divine apostle’s hand. Next time you meet the Warrior God, ask for a weapon that befits the dignity of an apostle.』

Khan let her words go in one ear and out the other as he checked the item’s information. The axe was now reinforced with the divine essence of the Goddess of Justice, enhancing its durability and weight.


“This is awesome.”

“I shall also purify the object you obtained from that dark mage. And, if you successfully fulfill your role, I will grant you a fragment of divine power depending on your achievements.”

“You’re quite generous. Unlike the Warrior God I’ve never seen, that is.”

『Even if it’s just sweet talk, it’s pleasant to hear. The Warrior God would have found it amusing. What were you intending to do with that object? Since it’s been tainted by evil hands, it might be best utilized now. If there’s any trouble, I’ll resolve it promptly.』

Who could call her an unmerciful punisher when she offered so much?

If there were any who dared, Khan resolved to split them in two with this holy axe. After all…

‘She would have done it without being asked, so generous to a fault… Where could a goddess like her be found?’

***

“Wow. Twenty years? I haven’t even been born for twenty years yet, that’s amazing…!”

“Eh-heh-heh! It’s nothing. The fellows here and the man who went inside are the impressive ones!”

“Really?”

Asked Elena, a girl with wavy reddish-brown hair and bright, sparkling eyes.

“This lady is quite esteemed in the mercenary guild, one of the rare young talents. Honestly, I’d doubt my own abilities if we truly sparred. Her spear skills are formidable!”

“Is that so? She looks like a wealthy young lady to me!”

“Heh-heh. That’s not entirely incorrect. The Eldred family is well-known among the kingdom’s knightly houses. And yes, they do have considerable wealth.”

“Wow…”

“Enough with the nonsense.”

Elena marveled as Maya rolled her eyes and turned away, growing tired of Ron’s rambling.

Elena’s curiosity then shifted to another member of the party, Jan, who appeared to be about her age.

“Is that person also incredibly impressive?”


“Well, if we exclude the man who went inside, this friend here is our most valuable asset. A powerful mage, taken in by none other than the magus of the tower. A far cry from the common strays you find on the streets.”

“That, that might be overstating it a bit.”

“Jan, you lack too much confidence. Even compared to the mages hired by the kingdom’s nobility, one of your calibre is rare. Not even worth comparing to mercenary mages.”

Flustered by the direct praise, Jan could only offer an awkward smile.

“Maybe I’m just heading in a different direction. My spells aren’t primarily geared towards combat, so if a real fight broke out, those others might be more useful.”

“That’s exactly what someone who doesn’t know any better would say. The spells you effortlessly conjure would cause common mages to make a big fuss. The difference between the tower’s mages and those outside it is greater than you think.”

Jan responded with a puzzled look to Ron’s conclusive statement. It was a natural reaction, considering his experience.

In his life, the only mages Jan had encountered were his master, his peers from the tower, and occasionally, elven mages with whom he interacted.

Not to mention, the first mage he dealt with outside the empire in the kingdom was the renowned ‘Witch of Loren’, followed by the dark mage, darkin Perayas, who had dragon scale implanted in his body.

‘I’m not that remarkable…’

It was only natural for Jan, already modest by nature, to downplay his significance even further.”

The mage tower! Does that mean you’re from the empire? By any chance, have you ever visited the main church of the Pantheon?!”

However, elena’s interest wasn’t in ‘how amazing Jan’s magic was’, but rather that he had come from the empire.

Her enthusiasm was so fervent that Jan, normally unaffected by the admiration of a mere girl, found himself stepping back under its weight.

“I… haven’t had the chance to visit the main church… Though I have seen high priests and paladins before.”

“Oh, I see…”

But Elena’s interest faded as quickly as it had flared. Even merely seeing a high priest or paladin should be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for ordinary believers, yet she seemed utterly indifferent to these revered figures.

“It’s a pity. I’ve spent all my life in this convent, hoping to visit the main church someday. I heard from a friend it’s the most sacred place in the world.”

“A friend? Do you know someone from the empire?”

“Yes. There was this girl who stayed here for a while. She was my age but truly remarkable…”

The sparkle in Elena’s eyes as she spoke made one wonder what was so special about this friend that even high priests or paladins couldn’t induce the same excitement.

“So. There’s still a companion we haven’t heard about, right? The one who went inside with Abbess Berta… The barbarian?”

“Oh, right. Honestly, I have a lot to say about him but not much explanation to give.

“Why is that?”

“…Well.”

Looking around to make sure no one else could hear, Ron lowered his voice as if sharing a secret.

“I actually think he might be a descendant of giants… Given all the incredible things he’s done, it’s hard for me to describe it any other way.”

“Giants?”

“Yes, giants. Beings who could smash mountains with their fists, who toppled great walls with a kick. I reckon he could shatter a wall with just a punch.”

Elena showed little reaction to Ron’s words, her thoughts inscrutable before she suddenly burst into laughter.

“Come on, that’s just ridiculous!”

“Cough. Girl, if only you had seen him in action…”

“Really, if you’re going to tease me for being naïve, then I might as well leave!”

And with that, elena turned and left.

The innocence that had endeared her to those other than her fellow nuns was nowhere to be seen.

‘Descendant of giants… What nonsense.’

Her expression was blank, but an unusual fervor swirled within. Her eyes, normally bright, now emitted a formidable aura, and her once simple gestures had transformed, revealing the poise of a warrior honed through discipline.

‘Inferiors, born without the mana bestowed during creation by the gods of the Pantheon. And those from foreign lands who worship uncertain, barbaric gods, could never possess the power reserved for those devoted to the gods!’

To Elena, this was apparent and absolute truth.

‘Aries. I thought to learn more about you for having relied on a barbaric heretic. Has deception blinded you? How could you… Berta was right about the calamity being these heretics.’

She thought to herself that the barbarian interacting privately with Berta must be expelled from this sacred sanctuary to prevent further contamination.

That’s when she saw it, her eyes widening as if witnessing the unbelievable.

“This energy…!”

Elena, hurrying through the convent with an urgency that didn’t compromise her grace, paused before Berta’s room where Berta and the barbarian were expected to be facing each other. Drawn as if by enchantment, she flung the door open.

And beyond the wide-open door, a translucent figure of a woman holding a scale in one hand and a sword in the other, was embracing the ash-colored barbarian. Moreover, elena could clearly feel it.

The divinity of the goddess she worshiped, residing in the heart of the barbarian.
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Khan was extremely perplexed.

After deciding to use the Blood Vessel immediately, thanks to the consideration of the Goddess of Justice, he tossed the eye-sized red orb into his mouth without hesitation.

As soon as he did, the Blood Vessel, which melted like powder in water, took its place in his right chest. Severe pain followed immediately.

The curse and dark magic contained within the Blood Vessel had been activated.

『How dare you.』

No sooner had the beam of light shot by the Goddess of Justice touched him than the pain vanished, but the real problem arose afterward.

『This filthy vermin─!』

The goddess’s roar shook Khan’s mind like thunder. That alone felt deadly, but the real issue was something else.

『I can sense the divinity of a whore. You dare, not even knowing it’s an object touched by my hand.』

‘Ah, aecharis!’

Another voice intruded on Khan’s thoughts. It was Aecharis, a demon, and one of the scions of the great demons, revealing its presence through the Blood Vessel.

“Damn it…!”

Khan cursed, clenching his teeth. He had no choice but to endure. The Blood Vessel in his right chest became the center of a clash between the powers of two transcendents.

Boom─! Boom─! Boom──!

Gradually, Khan’s right chest turned black.

『Heh heh. Oh, whore of the Pantheon. Are you worried about the safety of the incarnate body? Such a trivial effort cannot surpass the medium in which I have embedded a fragment of my power─!』

The Goddess of Justice, incarnated through Berta’s body, and Aecharis, who had carved his own divine power deeply into the Blood Vessel, struggled for supremacy. For a moment, aecharis seemed to have the upper hand.

『You. An insolent mortal! I have been looking forward to the moment you took this vessel! To take over your body─! A minion created from a Warrior God’s great warrior is perfect to bathe Midland in blood!』

‘This kind of event wasn’t in the game!’


Khan had no idea how the Blood Vessel had become something akin to Aecharis’s sacred object. However, he was filled with the thought that he was bound to lose his body this way.

Yet, on his own, Khan was powerless to resist. Breaking, smashing, slashing—those were his areas of expertise. In this realm of conflict, he was utterly powerless.

“Somehow, please do something…! Weren’t you confident…!”

In the end, all he could do was to urgently request the Goddess of Justice to obliterate the detestable power of Aecharis.

『Merely a part of a great demon, an insignificant thing. How dare you show yourself before me, not just any God, but me─!』

Fortunately, or unfortunately, Khan did not need to urge her. The Godess of Justice exploded with volcanic rage at the demon’s audacious appearance before her.

Suddenly, a pure white radiance appeared in the cramped room, dazzling like the sun at close range, blinding him, though it wasn’t hot. Instead, it felt warm, enveloping Khan’s body.

『To incarnate a part of your divinity. You’ve finally gone mad!』

『I am the goddess who judges good and evil, the scales, as well as the goddess who punishes evil with the sword. You, the foul progeny of a great demon, will regret showing yourself before me!』

『This damned Whore of the Pantheon…!』

Boom…! Boom…!

‘Both of them are completely nuts!’

Due to the divinity summoned by the Goddess of Justice, Khan was practically blind and deaf, save for the sounds of the two transcendents clashing in his right chest.

Moreover, the intermittent outbursts of rage in Khan’s mind from the two transcendents were literally torturous.

It was a wonder how long this standoff would last. Being in a position where he had to wait helplessly made it feel even more torturous.

Sssss.

The scorching sensation in his right chest made Khan’s face distort even more. It was a natural reaction.

An artifact, one of the lowest quality items he had obtained from Darkin’s disciple, the Shield of the Depths, couldn’t withstand the shock and was showing signs of breaking.

At that moment, a certain thought flashed through Khan’s mind.

A way to resolve this situation and at the same time secure the biggest gain, a move that might be akin to a gamble.


‘It’s better than just standing by…!’

“Breathe divinity into the artifact! Just as this demon had used the blood vessel as a medium…!”

Although much of the explanation was omitted, the Goddess of Justice, with transcendental insight, accurately read what Khan had in mind.

“Oh no…!”

The demon, aecharis, let out a distressed scream. It meant that Khan’s scheme was that effective.

No, it brought about a result beyond imagination.

“You wretched being! Do you intend to bestow a shard of divinity upon a mere mortal? You’re out of your mind!”

『I am the Goddess of Justice. Such minor loss cannot tarnish my divinity. However, you will partially lose that filthy disguise that granted your minions freedom to move. This shall serve as the beginning of the end for your minions at the hands of my children!”』

Through their conversation, Khan could somewhat guess the madness the Goddess of Justice had indulged in.

She was not just suppressing Aecharis’s power using the artifact Khan had suggested as a medium. She had actually inscribed a shard of divinity into it, completely eclipsing Aecharis’s influence.

What was once a low-tier artifact to be used and discarded in the county stages of the game had now transformed into a divine relic.

Simultaneously, aecharis’s will, which was transmitted through the blood vessel, also began to fade. The shard of divinity inscribed by the Goddess of Justice was erasing Aecharis’s power within the blood vessel entirely.

As a result, the pain that had been tormenting Khan diminished, and Aecharis’s imposing will inside his head now seemed as faint as the sound of a mosquito.

Eventually, realizing that there was no longer anything he could do, aecharis roared out a warning in his rage.

『You, Pantheon Whore. Do not think this is your victory! I will soon descend upon Midland and devour everything! Your temple cannot stop me! And when that time comes, this mortal will surely become my servant and spread disaster throughout Midland!』

That was Aecharis’s last struggle.

Khan, realizing that the demon’s influence had completely dissipated, regained control over his body, and saw that the divine light that brightened the room had fully merged with what was now a divine relic, no longer just a shield of the depths.

The sudden showdown between the two transcendent beings had finally come to an end.

“Shit. This is really unbearable.”

Khan muttered in despair, having almost died as collateral in a battle between giants. After experiencing an overwhelmingly oppressive event, his mind felt hazy, as if he had just woken from a dream.


Bang-!

Just before someone opened the door, to the point he hadn’t even noticed their approach.

“Ah, ah…! Oh Goddess of Justice!”

What now? Khan turned his head with a grimace at the elated and ecstatic cry from behind him, then his face contorted.

There stood a girl with curly reddish-brown hair and bright eyes—Elena.

‘Why is this insane woman here….’

There was no doubt.

Even though it was the first time he saw her, those mad eyes and the trembling body were all too familiar.

Darkin Perayas’s hardcore boss appearance in Act 5, rampaging like a mad nuisance named NPC, the goddess’s scale, elena, was right before his eyes.

‘What a complete mess, seriously….’

***

Aecharis, the demon prince.

Khan was quite knowledgeable about this entity.

For instance, the pit of Aecharis that Darkin once used was derived from its power, how formidable the demon spawn it commanded in hell were, and how strong it was.

‘Considering it will show up later. It’s impossible not to know.’

Aecharis’s final ramblings about descending onto Midland were not just empty threats.

Had Khan diligently followed the main storyline, he would have had to fight the demon once it descended upon Midland—risking his very life.

‘The problem is… I’ve become entangled with it, separate from the main story.’Who could have guessed that he would carve and hide his power within the Blood Vessel?

It was an event not even found in the game, and even the Goddess of Justice couldn’t detect his full strength until he revealed it.

“Still, the situation isn’t all that bad.”

By sacrificing a part of her divinity, the Goddess of Justice forced Aecharis to also lose some of his powers.

Although it remains to be seen exactly what outcomes this will bring, considering the typically intricate curses he bestows upon his minions, it was definitely a piece of good fortune.

Moreover…

『Mark of the Depths』

─An ancient artifact combined with the divinity of the Goddess of Justice. A rare example throughout the history of Midland, transformed into a kind of holy relic.

─Sanctuary of Justice :: Develops a sanctified area that protects the wearer and those designated by the wearer.

─Resistance to Dark Magic :: Provides resistance to all negative effects associated with dark magic.

『Vessel of Greed』

─A masterpiece created by Darkin Perayas after a lifetime of effort. A serendipitous result from the remnants of Aecharis’s power left within the Blood Vessel.

─Blood Storage :: Capable of absorbing and storing blood.

─Aecharis’s Pouch :: Enables the use of a part of Aecharis’s stomach that swallows and stores everything.

─Health +4

It felt almost too luxurious, receiving two such equipped items at once.

One was ‘Shield of the Depths,’ transformed into a relic akin to that of the Goddess of Justice, and the other, an enhancement of Aecharis’s power to the Blood Vessel.

Both were items impossible to obtain at this point in time, not until perhaps the latter half of Act 3, considering the uniqueness of their sources, they might hold even more potential.

‘And the option of Aecharis’s pouch. If it’s what I think it is….’

It could always be tested later. Since the situation wasn’t ideal for experimenting with demonic powers, he postponed it and surveyed the unchanged scene since he first arrived.

Pleased with defeating Aecharis, the Goddess of Justice left Berta’s body with a laugh. As a result, berta, pale-faced, closed her eyes and could not wake up for quite some time.

And then there was another persistent gaze.

“What is it?”

“…….”

At the end of the duel of transcendental powers, a girl suddenly intruded. Elena, the Goddess’s Scales, bore an innocent face similar to Aries, yet her inner self was that of a mad zealot.

Given that the girl’s gaze fixated right where the Mark of the Depths and the Vessel of Greed were located on his right chest made it all the more troublesome.

‘Is it because of the Mark? Or did she sense the presence of a demon from the Vessel of Greed….’

Either way, it was clear things would get troublesome.

Considering her fanatical faith shown in the game, it was highly likely she wouldn’t stand by idly, allowing a barbaric heathen like him to possess a holy relic.

Similarly, she probably wouldn’t overlook the fact that he implanted an object harboring demonic energy into his chest.

Of course, the girl in front of him was virtually a different entity from the Goddess’s Scales he knew from the game. She was but a child, seemingly too young even to have shed her baby feathers.

‘Right. Even future fanatics, as children, might just be innocent kids….’

“Ah…! Please, punish me for doubting and disrespecting the warrior chosen by the gods!”

Elena, prostrate like she was about to hit her forehead on the floor, begged for forgiveness with a tearful voice, as if confessing her sins before a God.

Absolutely maddening… A scenario fit for the news, a thirty-something man forcing a girl, who would still be a student on Earth, to her knees.

Just as Khan was about to tell her to get up, berta’s eyes suddenly snapped open.

“…….”

“…….”

As Khan and Berta’s eyes met, a peculiar silence ensued.

“Punish me─!”

Elena’s mournful voice echoed throughout the room.
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Chapter 52: Horde (2)

“It wasn’t my doing.”

The excuse, not quite an excuse, came out reflexively. For Khan, who still harbored a modern person’s sensibilities, being in this situation where he was receiving an apology from a young girl felt wrongfully like his fault.

Especially in front of Berta, who could be considered a guardian….

“Elena. That’s enough, get up.”

“But, still. You can feel it too, Berta, can’t you? The goddess’s…”

“Elena.”

Uh. At Berta’s firm urging, Elena hesitantly got to her feet. Yet, she kept stealing glances at Khan, evidently feeling as if she had committed a grave sin against him.

Khan himself had no idea why she was acting this way. Or rather, he didn’t even want to understand.

“I’ve observed the situation.”

Fortunately, even amidst invoking the goddess, Berta had kept her consciousness. Relieved that he didn’t need to go through the hassle of explaining everything, Khan sighed in relief and massaged his throbbing forehead.

“Good. If even you had started blabbering nonsense about being chosen by a god, I might have lost my mind.”

“No. It’s a certain truth that the goddess has chosen you. As evidence, the divine essence of the goddess deeply ingrained in your heart is clearly felt by us.”

“…Go on.”

Khan’s headache seemed to worsen upon hearing Berta’s words. Was there something that only they, being priestesses of the goddess, could sense? Berta’s tone was ominously serious.

“As you know, priests and paladins borrow the goddess’s power to cast holy spells.”

“The divine power given to ordinary believers is just a diluted form of divinity, made so that even mortals can wield it. Of course, it’s still a tremendously powerful force, but…”

“Divinity is different. It is the very foundation that sustains deification. An ordinary mortal… ah, well, a warrior chosen by the goddess wouldn’t be just any mortal! It’s not a power meant for mortals. Of course, it’s impressive that you, as a warrior, possess it and live!”

As Berta and Elena hurriedly explained, Khan furrowed his brow. Having divinity seemed to be no ordinary matter.

‘This kind of setting wasn’t in the game. How would I know…’


From the beginning, having a friendly relationship with the Pantheon’s characters was something not found in the game.

Who would have thought that such a feat would be accomplished by a barbarian, considered a heretic?

“Can just anyone sense this divinity?”

“No way! Divinity is a sign of transcendence. Ordinary mortals can’t even grasp its existence.”

“Elena is correct. We, who serve the goddess closely, naturally recognize her divinity. Not just anyone could discern the divinity left in your heart.”

“…That’s a relief, at least.”

“Re, relief? But divinity is a power granted only to transcendents…”

“For all that, it’s a white elephant to me. I don’t even know how to use it. I only worry it’ll attract troublemakers who covet it.”

At that, Elena clamped her mouth shut.

Khan’s guess hit the mark. A being who couldn’t escape the bounds of mortality yet harbored the goddess’s divinity would undoubtedly not be ignored by evil demons.

Moreover, unknown to Elena, there wasn’t just the goddess’s divinity residing in Khan’s heart.

A piece of the demon Aecharis’s power, who was the progeny of a great demon and capable of engulfing the world, lay beneath the deep scar of holiness.

Even if other demons were unaware, a clash with Aecharis, who had lost some of his power due to the goddess, was an inevitable future.

‘Maybe, she did it anticipating this…’

With a satisfied smirk, recalling the goddess’s final moment before her departure, Khan inwardly gritted his teeth. It was not just a matter of being happy about acquiring something.

“Whatever it is, it’s not something to worry about for now. The priority is to deal with the problem in the north.”

“Are you referring to the living dead? Truly, the goddess chose you as a warrior to punish these brutal people! Ah, please forgive me for thinking all barbarian were cruel heretics…”

“I’m just dealing with what’s been handed to me.”

Of course, even without anyone asking, Khan intended to hunt down the Followers of Truth for his past regrets and his own goals.But the Goddess of Justice does not know. Hence, wasn’t it that he kept giving to Khan, asking for resolutions without explicitly stating so? As long as there seemed more to be extracted from her. There was no need to correct the Goddess of Justice’s misapprehension, it seemed.

‘I refuse to be treated as some sort of champion of justice, though.’


Who would think of a champion of justice upon seeing a muscular barbarian over 2 meters tall? But at least, this fanatic girl seemed more than willing to think so.

“So drop the grand titles like warrior chosen by the goddess. Just call me Khan.”

“Sir Khan!”

“That damned honorific…never mind.”

Feeling his mental energy being drained just by engaging with her, Khan decided to make his exit. Given that Berta was complaining of severe fatigue due to divine intervention, Khan left the room with Elena.

‘I should figure out how to shake off this kid too…’

“What’s wrong? Did I do something to annoy you…?”

“It’s nothing.”

Her overly dramatic reaction just from being glanced at was as tiresome as it was unsettling.

Even compared to the most devout among the temple church’s followers, she seemed different somehow.

Khan imagined without hesitation that if the Goddess of Justice told her to die, she might just pierce her own throat with a sword without second thought, and frowned.

“It’s not like the Goddess of Justice ordered you to act this way. Why are you making such a fuss?”

“Huh?”

“You. It seems too much to chalk it up to mere devotion. I don’t know if you’re aware of it but…”

“I do know. I’m aware that I’m strange.”

Khan was taken aback by the girl’s indifferent response. It was her smiling lips contrasted with her eyes, shimmering with an indescribable brightness, that startled him.

“But isn’t there such a person? Someone who can’t maintain their sanity unless they worship something fanatically. That kind of person.”

It was a horrifying statement, all the more so coming from a young woman barely in her twenties. What could she have gone through to become so twisted? Khan’s imagination fell short.

‘Damned medieval times.’

Both Aries and this fanatic girl. It’s as if the Goddess of Justice has a hobby of collecting peculiar kids to become apostles.


“…As long as you’re aware. Just don’t be too bothersome. Especially, stop treating me like I’m someone great. At least, not in front of me.”

“Why? Since you’ve been bestowed with divinity. Wouldn’t it be fine to achieve great deeds, spread your fame, and aim for true transcendence?”

“I’m not interested in that. It’s bothersome.”

And it seemed Elena was mistaken, but it wasn’t Khan who was endowed with divinity, but rather the artifact now turned sacred relic, the Shield of Deep Origins.

Khan himself, far from divinity, still couldn’t handle mana at all.

“Oh. Boss. Finished with your business? And you brought the lively lady too.”

“My business is done.”

“So, what now? Are we leaving as planned?”

“No. We’ll stay a bit longer.”

“Eh? Why?”

Since it was something the rest of the group moving through the north should know, Khan went on to explain what had happened.

He omitted the unnecessarily confusing details, like the descent of the Goddess of Justice or that he had acquired both divine and demonic powers, and simplified it to saying Berta had requested their help.

“Ah, and Berta also mentioned that a calamity had struck the city.”

“A calamity…? Does that mean there’s already trouble brewing within the city?”

“Oh, perhaps it’s best if I explain that part!”

“…Go ahead.”

With a smirk on her face, Elena stepped forward, prompting a look of confusion from Ron.

He was unaware that Elena was soon to become the goddess’s scale, a girl with a set of values hard to comprehend by the average criminal mind.

“Before you all visited the convent, a decree was issued. That’s why I had suspected you all might have been the disaster we were warned about… Of course, I don’t believe that now!”

“Oh… that’s a relief.”

“So, did you notice anything upon entering the city today? We seldom leave the convent and are somewhat out of touch with the news.”

“Hmm… Nothing special. Ah, there seemed to be quite a number of refugees, possibly from nearby cities or towns. I also saw the city’s caravans returning laden with goods.”

While casually listening to their conversation, Khan checked his physical condition. Thanks to the effects of the Vessel of Greed, his stamina had increased, necessitating an adaptation to his improved physical state.

[Level 25]

[Strength: 60] +1

[Agility: 33] +2

[Stamina: 35] +6

[Intelligence: 2]

Although it was due to an item’s effect, his stamina finally surpassed 40. The problem of having disproportionately low stamina compared to his high strength persisted, but this was undoubtedly a significant growth. Equipment that improved stats to this degree was precious. Darkin Perayas wasn’t known as the boss of the fifth act for nothing; the loot he dropped was of another level entirely.

‘With this, I might have a bit of strength left even after using an A-grade skill…’

Of course, unless he resorted to using his ultimate move, “Surging Strength,” right from the start. Normally, using a skill would likely leave him in a near-death state due to its aftermath.

Furthermore, with his strength stat doubling, the shortage in stamina could become a problem again at any time.

‘Whether finding a fundamental solution or making do with what I have, I need to resolve this one way or another.’

Focusing his consciousness on the Vessel of Greed, located near his right breast like an additional heart, seemed the most promising option. As Khan concentrated, the Vessel of Greed responded.

“Uh…?”

Jan threw a puzzled look his way, quickly noticing the subtle change Khan elicited.

Though timid by nature, Jan was a genius mage of the highest order, a fact reflected in his selection as a disciple by the magus. It was no coincidence.

Jan’s evident confusion turned to astonishment.

“Warrior, that is… No, how?”

It was nearly akin to shock.

“Warrior, were you an incredible mage all along…? But people from barbarian tribes shouldn’t have mana. How on earth…?”

That was to be expected. Understanding and replicating the phenomenon occurring around Khan would necessitate direct action from the tower’s masters, not just any mage.

Jan, blessed with innate magical talent, was even more astounded by the miracle Khan achieved with a moment of concentration.

“Does this look like magic to you?”

“No… I can’t feel the flow of mana. It’s such a faint change that I wouldn’t notice if I wasn’t concentrating. So, it’s not magic? But then, how…!”

Indeed, this wouldn’t leave him branded a demon anywhere. Khan smiled, satisfied with Jan’s confused response.

Gulung─

As if responding to his smile, the space around his right chest gently rippled.

This wavering space seemed invisible to others but was vividly clear to Khan. He pondered the extent of the space within, how to activate it, and its potential applications.

A curious smile appeared on Khan’s face.

‘Aecharis’s Pouch… I had no idea it would have such an effect.’

To think, an inventory would appear at this point.
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Since being possessed into the world of the Midland quest, some of the existing game systems had been deactivated and could no longer be used. Among them, the feature Khan missed most keenly was undoubtedly the inventory function. In games, one could simply cram items into the inventory according to available slots, and the character would manage them, hauling everything around without issue. In reality, such convenience was impossible.

“It’s cumbersome during battles, and there’s a limit to what I can carry….”

In such circumstances, Aecharis’s pouch was truly like rain in a drought. Currently, Ron was serving as both guide and porter, but Khan didn’t plan to travel with him indefinitely.

Woo-ung.

Focusing on the Vessel of Greed, Khan felt a space opening up in front of his right hand. Unlike before, where it was fixed in front of his chest, he had now mastered the ability to open the space at any body part he desired. It was the result of relentless effort. However, he had yet to overcome the delay that occurred when he concentrated his mind and the space opened, but Khan believed that would be resolved with time and familiarity.

“Using it solely as an inventory is enough, really. The desire to have the space open instantly is purely my own greed.”

Any gamer familiar with subculture would undoubtedly share his sentiment. An attack using weapons pouring out from a subspace was the epitome of romance, wasn’t it?

“Khan! I’ve brought everything you asked for!”

Upon hearing the cheerful voice from a distance, Khan, who had just closed Aecharis’s pouch, turned around. Bright, brownish-red hair bounced in sync with her trotting steps. It was Elena, who had been tasked by Khan to tour the city with the rest of their group.

“Why are you alone?”

“I arranged for the others to rest at the convent, considering the disaster that could strike at any time. We need to take care of our health.”

Her tone was considerably more relaxed than it had been a few days ago, a change wrought through days of tearful persuasion.

“Uh-huh.”

With both hands clenching large bundles, Elena approached Khan briskly. The package, almost half her size, seemed not to burden her steps, which were surprisingly light.

‘Well, there’s nothing surprising about that if you think about it….’

After all, she was the oddity who, despite being a priestess, could wield a flail with a head as big as a human’s to smash a dark mage’s skull, truly the Goddess’s Scale.

“The goods?”

“Prepared perfectly! You asked to buy weapons cheaply from the city’s forge, right? Ron handled all the selections.”

“…If it’s that guy, I guess it’s fine.”


“But, what do you plan to do with all of these? It seems a bit much to carry around….”

The bundle contained an assortment of weapons, organized by type. The variety was excessive for one person to wield, and even considering the size of the party, it seemed impossible to carry them all.

“The real romance is in having a variety of weapons.”

“Romance…?”

“That’s right.”

He didn’t expect her to understand. Instead of explaining, he began putting all the weapons Elena had brought into Aecharis’s pouch.

“What? How?”

Elena’s eyes widened in surprise. Over a dozen pieces of equipment vanished as if into thin air.

“Space transfer…?”

Unlike Jan, Elena seemed unable to detect the sensation of opening a subspace. According to Jan, a temporary mana void is created the moment space opens…

‘If only I could understand what that nonsense means.’

Considering that neither Ron, Maya, nor Elena could feel it, Jan’s ability to immediately notice must have been the anomaly.

“It’s a similar trick. So, have you decided to check if anything unusual has happened?”

“I tried to look into it as well. But there wasn’t any rumor that caught my attention. The only useful piece of information might be that the city’s merchants have been rummagusng through the ruins of Al-Rasdel. Most of the refugees seem to have come from there as well.”

“The place where the Lord turned into a living corpse, huh.”

It should be noted that the bandit leader who attacked the border town came from that city as well.

“Yes. Some of the kids who entered the convent are from Al-Rasdel. They seem reluctant to talk about it… According to Berta, the entire city fell into ruin due to a civil war.”

“Any other rumors? Like something about a strange mage getting involved.”

“No? I haven’t heard anything like that. Should I ask Berta?”

“No… It’s okay.”


Though he hadn’t mentioned it before, Khan hadn’t forgotten about the ‘magic sword’ the bandit leader used.

It wasn’t the kind of weapon a mere leader of bandits, raised in the midst of a city’s civil war, could acquire. Not to mention, it bore the emblem of Aelos’ phoenix…

‘It definitely used a curse that boosted abilities in exchange for absorbing blood. Similar to Draupnir.’

But the magic sword in question wasn’t Draupnir. It appeared to be an imitation with similar functions.

Obviously, the source had to be Followers of Truth.

Khan’s question was how far these followers were involved in the downfall of Al-Rasdel.

The city mayor became a living corpse, the betraying cavalry captain wielded a copy of the magic sword and became a bandit, and the purpose behind these two actions was still unclear.

“Ah! Speaking of which, there seems to be a peculiar rumor spreading among the refugees.”

“A peculiar rumor?”

“Yes. It’s about various kinds of monsters moving together.”

“…Elaborate.”

Khan’s face tensed slightly, and Elena, seemingly pleased by his interest, continued to explain with a smile.

“It’s not about Al-Rasdel. A refugee from a farther town mentioned it. It’s said that monsters, which are normally hostile to each other, were seen moving together. It sounded so absurd that it was dismissed as nonsense…. Does that concern you?”

Of course, it does. Khan muttered curses under his breath as he stood up.

“Has Ron said anything about this?”

“Yes. Uncle Ron also said it’s impossible.”

“Right. It’s impossible… under normal circumstances.”

Was this what the Goddess of Justice meant by calamity?

If his suspicion was correct, the entire city needed to be mobilized for the situation at hand.

After asking Elena to bring the refugee to him, Khan left the convent’s backyard and headed to Berta’s room.


“…It’s difficult. Even scavenging for supplies has its limits…”

“Even so, I am not someone who can be affiliated and active.”

“How frustrating…! Who asked you to leave the church. Just think of relocating the convent to a safer place!”

Seemingly, there was a visitor in Berta’s room, who should have been resting alone, as her tired voice intermingled with that of a stranger.

“I’m entering.”

Bursting in –

It was obvious the person Berta reluctantly agreed to meet was someone from the city’s leadership. Knowing it was impolite but choosing to proceed anyway, Khan entered the room.

Inside, Berta with a weary complexion and a middle-aged man wearing luxurious clothes and a brown cape were having a conversation across the table.

“What is this… Barbarian?”

The middle-aged man, taken aback by the sudden intrusion, intended to scold but, realizing the intruder was a huge barbarian, seemed to forget his original words and turned to Berta for an explanation.

“Lady Berta, what in the world is going on…?”

“Who is this gentleman?”

“A noble of the city… Lord Perran.”

“Lady Berta?!”

Lord Perran, the middle-aged man, stood up in shock. That someone like him, a barbarian, would be addressed before his own question?

The sight of a barbarian showing up at the convent dedicated to the Goddess of Justice was surprising enough, but that Berta, a former deputy commander of the paladins, would welcome a heathen barbarian so courteously was even harder to believe.

Yet, despite receiving such an unimagusnable welcome, the barbarian acted as if it was to be expected, boldly walking into the room and taking a seat.

As if the noble himself was invisible.Blinking as if he had just been slapped awake, Count Perran was utterly bewildered.

“Am I dreaming? I did ignore the physician’s advice to rest, but….”

If the consequence was such a bizarre dream, it could only mean that his time was indeed up. Of course, this situation was neither a dream nor a jest.

“…Would you explain the situation? Help me understand this breach of decorum.”

While an average noble might first respond with outrage and reprimand the rudeness, Count Perran did not.

Was it his superhuman patience? Or perhaps the authority of Berta was indeed that formidable…

Or maybe, it was the fear of the barbarian’s fierce appearance, known only to the Count himself.

“This man has been employed by the Pantheon to rectify the chaos in the north.”

“…An even more bewildering assertion. The Pantheon has employed a barbarian as a swordsman?”

“Yes, precisely a warrior of justice….”

“Does race matter when hiring a swordsman? Isn’t it enough that they kill well?”

Interrupting Berta, the barbarian’s attitude caused Count Perran’s eyes to narrow.

“Indeed, skill is crucial for a swordsman. But corresponding trustworthiness is equally important. Barbarian, in that regard, your kind is deemed unreliable. Devoted solely to seeking more ferocious battles and honorable deaths, a tribe crazed for combat.”

“…Hmm.”

Silently grumbling, Khan found himself at a loss for words in the face of the Count’s remarks. Perran then turned his gaze toward Berta.

“I won’t question what you’ve deemed acceptable. The Pantheon must have its circumstances. This is beyond my comprehension….”

“A devout follower, it seems.”

“Believing in gods doesn’t decrease one’s wealth or food. If anything, it increases. That alone is more than enough reason. Similarly, wasting my time is, in itself, a significant loss. Your business, barbarian, would best be postponed. ”

A firm dismissal. The Count’s weighting of profit and loss, treating the unscheduled discourse with the barbarian as a wasteful diversion, suggested not the demeanor of a city manager, but that of a trade guild master.

His final words, offered without as much as another glance, seemed not an act.

‘An interesting man.’

Khan deemed the Count in front of him as a rare trustable figure in this wretched medieval world; as long as Khan provided proper value, that is.

“It would be wise to hear our side of the story first, regardless of your business.”

“…?”

Intrigued by Khan’s ambiguous statement, Count Perran showed interest.

“Khan. I’m going in!”

Just then, Elena entered the room, accompanied by a disheveled middle-aged woman. Count Perran felt puzzled by the appearance of what seemed to be a nun and a refugee but chose to listen silently.

“Everything you told me, just relay it to them. Don’t worry, there won’t be any problems.”

Although the middle-aged woman felt intimidated under the scrutiny of these extraordinary individuals, encouraged by Elena, she slowly began to speak.

“I, I am from a town on the hills near Al-Rasdel….”

“I am aware. A place well-bathed in sunlight, where nobles of the city would often take their leisure walks before the north fell into such disarray….”

“Yes, exactly. And the view was much adored by the distinguished guests. But after Al-Rasdel fell, the town couldn’t hold out any longer. Everyone fled to cities where they had connections, and I, having none, went to Al-Ranzas….”

“Briefly, please. Just the main points?”

“Ah, yes…! Before I left the town, I saw something strange. Various monsters were lurking about. At first, I thought they were fighting for territory, but upon closer inspection, they weren’t fighting at all but moving together…. I don’t know much, being unlearned, but I saw with my own eyes monsters that would usually fight one another moving together…. Sires, I swear it’s true….”

After carefully listening to her lengthy explanation, Count Perran, rubbing the corners of his eyes, commented,

“Hard to believe.”

“Si-sire. It really is true. Really…!”

“I understand you’re speaking truthfully. The issue is the content. Predators acting as kin? Logically, one would assume you saw something false. Anyone would.”

The middle-aged woman, disheartened by his firm tone, bowed her head, and Count Perran sighed.

“There’s unclaimed property in Al-Rasdel, so we’ll send an investigation team. Will that suffice? And you, barbarian. Did you steal my time for this unbelievable testimony?”

“Unbelievable, you say… Well, you’d have no other choice but to think so. Hordes are rarely seen outside the Empire.”

“Hordes…?”

The sudden introduction of an unfamiliar term caused Count Perran to widen his eyes.

“Typically, hordes refer to inherently predatory creatures banding together. And there’s always a cause for a horde.”

Speaking of a being with absolute control over lesser monsters, recently, Khan had interesting encounters with a creature linked to that entity.

“It’s a dragonling. Seems like dragon remnants have appeared.”

With a bright smile, as if looking at enticing prey, Khan gleamed.
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“Ah… I wish our shift would end soon. Damn it, why do those higher-ups schedule our duty like this?”

“Didn’t they suddenly increase our patrol area? Well, it’s a necessary measure. But it’s also a problem that those high-ups are so inflexible.”

“Ah, our new squad leader? Maybe it’s because he’s not from the city. He seems a bit stubborn.”

At the gates of Al-Ranzas, two men were killing time by gossiping about their direct superior.

“Every damn day, he glares at us, making sure we’re working properly. It pisses me off. And he’s so damn nit-picky, when he could just let people pass more easily.”

“He’s new, so he’s probably trying to enforce discipline. But at least he doesn’t slack off like the previous squad leader. I think he’s the only one who’s been a squad leader and still shows up at the gate every day like he has to personally inspect everything…”

“Who are you talking so fervently about?”

One of the men quickly covered his mouth in shock. But he knew it was already too late.

“Sq… Squad leader. It’s not that…”

The person they had been bad-mouthing had appeared unexpectedly.

They thought he wouldn’t be at the gate today! The man’s resentful gaze turned towards his colleague, but the colleague was already looking away as if this matter didn’t concern him.

“Focus on your duty. The atmosphere in the city is not stable. If the mayor hears that you’re neglecting your duties, you might lose your heads. My position might not be safe either.”

“Ye… Yes…!”

The man breathed a sigh of relief at the surprisingly low level of reprimand but eyed his superior with curiosity.

The usual rigid face was as unpleasant as ever, but his armor was different.

Instead of his usual gear worn for imposing presence, the squad leader was now in leather armor with a chain mail added for extra protection, and iron gauntlets and greaves securely fastened. He looked more like a seasoned mercenary than a guard.

“Squad leader, that outfit…? Are you heading out for an extended patrol?”

“…If you could call it a patrol, sure. Or maybe hunting would be more accurate.”

“Excuse me?”


The man was puzzled by the cryptic response, and the squad leader jerked his thumb toward the back.

“Barbarian?”

The man showed bewilderment at the sight of a barbarian emerging from inside the gate.

He recalled a rather heated argument between the squad leader and the barbarian when they were first inspected.

It would be better not to encounter them unnecessarily. Just as the man was about to say something, the moment came.

“It’s pointless to go ahead first… If we were going to leave together from the gate anyway, we could have come together from the Lord’s manor.”

“Don’t make me repeat myself. I told you I needed time to check on my men.”

“That…! Wouldn’t it be okay to go separately? It would be a relief if you don’t stab us in the back!”

The spear-wielding woman with her red hair neatly arranged at shoulder length, Maya, glared as if she was about to spew curses any moment.

Of course, the stoic-faced squad leader didn’t even bother to look at her.

“That disrespectful bastard…!”

“My duty is to patrol Al-Rasdel and the hill towns. You do your job, and I’ll do mine. That way, we won’t have any issues. Make sure you don’t neglect your guard in my absence.”

After leaving those words behind, the squad leader walked away nonchalantly, which only infuriated Maya more.

If Ron hadn’t calmed her down as usual, she might have actually drawn her spear.

‘…Not a single sane person here.’

Khan sighed inwardly.

Ron, who had barely managed to restrain Maya’s sudden outburst, sent a desperate look his way. Now, they had to find the place where the rest were stationed…

“Khan. I’m all ready to go!”

Just then, a bright voice captured everyone’s attention instantly. Following Khan’s stern advice, Elena, whose address and tone had become considerably lighter compared to before, was ready.

Given the long journey ahead, Elena had her flowing long hair neatly tied in twin tails. Wearing her usual black nun’s outfit, Khan keenly noticed the slight bulge in her attire, indicating she had armored herself underneath.


Particularly, the thighs seemed roundly padded…

“Why? Do I look weird anywhere?”

“…No, you don’t. Let’s get going.”

The journey was made on foot. Opting not to use serviceable carriages or horses from Viscount Perran’s stables, they chose to walk — a decision driven by Khan’s preference.

“Traveling on mounts is a no-go when there’s a horde around. You never know what bizarre creature might attack. They’d be destroyed soon enough, anyway. Plus, given that they’ve settled only a few days’ distance away, this area may no longer be safe. Our enemies could even be airborne.”

Indeed, these were tips Khan had learned firsthand from his experiences in the game.

“No, seriously. No matter what, I still find it hard to believe… Dragons, you say? I’ve never heard or seen any rumors about dragons appearing in Argon in my life.”

“Never once?”

“Well, there were occasional false rumors. But as far as I know, there’s never been a true case. After all, we’re talking about dragons! Dragons! Wouldn’t it be more strange if they were commonly seen?”

“It’s not dragons, but lesser dragons. Like remnants left behind by the true dragons that disappeared long ago.”

Strictly speaking, the ‘lesser dragons’ that people of the Midland continent talk about were closer to being a synonym for giant lizards.

“Really, there aren’t many that deserve to be called lesser dragons. Especially those carrying dragon blood are even less…”

“I find it more surprising that Argon has never seen a lesser dragon appear. In the Empire, they’re more common than ogres. They come in so many varieties and have considerable research value, so the Mage Tower sometimes buys their corpses. I’ve seen quite a few following my master.”

“Among the Empire’s superhumans, there are also knights who ride wyverns as if they were horses. I remember overhearing my father saying enviously that both that person and the knights under him are all called dragon knights.”

“Damn it. Wyverns are famously known lesser dragons. And people ride them as if they’re horses…?”

Ron murmured with a tone full of dismay.

How could one possibly control wyverns, comparable to ogres that could even break down fortress walls, at will? Then, a terrifying thought suddenly crossed his mind.

“Don’t tell me. The thing at our destination isn’t a wyvern, is it? Please say it isn’t.”

Khan merely shrugged his shoulders in response to the desperate plea.

What lies ahead will naturally become clear once they arrive. Anyway, Khan’s task was simple; neutralize and then gather clues.


Even if they ended up facing a wyvern as Ron imagined, that fact remained unchanged.

‘Anyway, some preparations have been made…’

Of course, considering the danger, not encountering a wyvern would be ideal.

But in this damn Midland, preparing for the worst rather than hoping for the best was the prudent approach.

After all, they painfully learned that most incidents tend to turn sour.

Just like now-.

“Tsk. Seems earlier than expected.”

“What’s early…?”

“Look ahead! A horde of monsters!”

Unexpectedly, Elena, who was allowed to accompany them seemingly due to her youthful and frail appearance, was the next in the group to notice the anomaly.

“Damn!”

And the scout leader, who had been advancing a fair distance from the group, had already finished preparing for battle.

Even when faced with a sudden attack during his silent advance like a guide, he didn’t seem to be greatly flustered.

“Shouldn’t we help them out?!”

“They’ll handle it. We need to decide if we’re going to break through the encirclement or aim for a complete annihilation!”

Responding to Maya’s words, Khan habitually scratched his head. Even if they wiped out these monsters, the experience gained would be minuscule.

The assaulting monsters, primarily consisting of low-intelligence but numerous creatures like goblins and kobolds, outnumbered them by a sight of seventy to eighty.

‘It’ll just be a waste of strength. Who knows how many more attacks like this there will be…’

This was the tricky part of facing a horde.

Monsters stripped of their will by the dragon’s dominance charged like fearless berserkers, enormously numerous, forcing them into a boss battle heavily drained of health and mana.

What’s more, in a reality unlike a game.

In games, death meant a simple retry, but reality was a one-life, real rogue-like disaster.

‘Injuries too. In a game, you’d lose some HP, but in reality, wounds can fester, leading to permanent disability.’

There’s no winning in a mob.

Khan smirked inwardly as he gripped an axe in one hand and Draupnir in the other.

[Dare you…! Use this great dragon-slaying sword on such trifles!]

Ignoring the magical sword’s voice, which emerged just to complain, Khan confidently stepped forward.

Kwoong.

As the resonance of awakening spread in all directions, the monsters rushing towards the scout leader paused and turned their gaze towards Khan.

‘To breakthrough, or to annihilate… It’s already decided.’

Receiving the gaze of monsters usually dismissed as mere mobs in games, Khan grinned and activated the leap skill.

“Obviously, we do both.”

What better chance to see how much my stamina has improved? This is it.

***

***

***

The scout leader, who was the first to confront the encirclement of the monster horde, was, surprisingly, holding his ground with ease.

“Kieeeek!”

Swoosh─.

The leader’s blade smoothly pierces the neck of a goblin that was attacking from the rear. As he smoothly withdraws his body, space naturally opens up for him to move. It was a movement too smooth for someone who was simply a scout leader, especially given that he was surrounded on all sides by monsters.

“Grrruck!”

However, goblins weren’t the only monsters encircling him. As the growl of a beast was heard, in an instant, he rolled on the ground. Ssssiak! Whatever it was passed through the spot where the scout leader had just been standing, making a sharp noise as it went.

Blade Wolf. A beastly monster that only raises its fur into sharp points like a porcupine when hunting. It was a troublesome monster that could scratch armor and inflict wounds by merely brushing against it.

“Tch…!”

As the scout leader attempted to swing his sword to eliminate the more threatening Blade Wolf first, he seemed to sense the presence of another monster approaching from the opposite direction and covered his head with a small shield.

Thud!

It was a heavy impact.

While it wasn’t enough to knock him over, it was sufficient to momentarily stop his movement— a fatal opening at a moment when he was surrounded.

‘In a place like this….’

The scout leader’s face twisted in recognizing the crisis. At the same time, he remembered the existence of barbarian and their group that might be following from behind.

And in the moment when hesitation appeared on his twisted face.

“Bow your head. Brat!”

A woman’s warning instinctively triggered his alarm, and without looking back, the scout leader dropped to his knees.

Vroooom. Craaash-!

Even as something whizzed over his head, a chilling whoosh hit his ears.

The woman’s arms, unusually thick for her, were wrapped around a spear shaft, spinning it around. Without any warning, the scout leader launched himself to the side.

Craaang─!

A kobold, closing the distance on all fours, had its teeth bared – crack! – and its skull was smashed by the spear shaft.

“Euratcha!”

But it didn’t end there. A sledgehammer surged towards a Blade Wolf that had jumped at an incredible speed as if the wolf had run into it on its own. However, the scout leader knew it wasn’t by chance—it was an exact strike…!

Crunch!

The Blade Wolf instantly turned into a lump of flesh from the head down, dead on impact, and Ron, seemingly unimpressed, huffed out a breath.

“Ironhammer Ron, moving out─!”

“Wait, hold on. If you go too far ahead…!”

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Oh my, damn! Excitedly running forward, Ron suddenly jumped back.

Jan’s ‘Spear of Destruction’ pierced down at an incredible speed, annihilating over a dozen monsters in its path.

‘How could magic of that caliber…? Could it be, from the Mage Tower?!’

The woman with the spear and the mercenary with the hammer were certainly impressive, but Jan’s magic was something else entirely. The scout leader’s eyes widened.

“I’ll just heal those minor scrapes for you.”

“You are….”

Elena’s ‘Light of Healing’ erased the scratches from rolling on the ground as if they never existed, and she smiled as if it was nothing.

“You’re pretty tough, aren’t you? But since we don’t know how much longer we’ll be fighting, let’s just watch from the side for now, okay? You understand, right? It seems unlikely we’ll be needed for a while anyway.”

“What do you mean….”

Following the direction indicated by Elena’s raised index finger as if mesmerized, what the scout leader saw was—

Crack! Crack-Crack!

— a barbarian wielding an axe in one hand and a sword in the other, single-handedly shredding through over dozens of monsters.

At the sight of a mere party of five piercing through the ranks of the monster forces like it was nothing, the scout leader unconsciously caressed the hilt of his sword.

His hand on the hilt trembled as if shaking from being thrust into a crisis.

TL’s corner:

Dual wielding barbarian, baby!
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Chapter 055: The Horde (5)

The party truly experienced the dangers of the “Horde” Khan had warned them about. They also understood why Aryong was classified alongside monsters on par with ogres, indiscriminate of its targets.

“Damn it, this is endless…! This is just ridiculous!”

“Lady! Behind you!”

“Damn it─!”

Maya, having skewered two Blade Wolves with her spear, retreated and fiercely swung her spear shaft.

A goblin, aiming for a blind spot in her vision, was struck and sent sprawling.

There was no time to breathe a sigh of relief. As soon as Maya’s spear touched the ground, it breathed fire with a fierce noise. The spear, wielded like a staff, pushed back the encroaching monsters.

Normally, that alone would have sufficed. The power of the spear, crafted by a Dwarf, combined with Maya’s spearmanship, could easily strike down a monster like a goblin in a single blow.

But the number of monsters was overwhelming.

“Die!”

Crack!

Maya pierced the vital points of the monsters with her sharp spear tip, twisting their necks to cut their breath short, all while trying to regulate her heavy breathing.

“It’s endless….”

Monsters surged to fill the gaps, even as she killed them over and over again.

Knowing the battle that lay ahead and the need to conserve strength, the sight of the wave of monsters involuntarily made her exert more effort.

This form of battle was unfamiliar to Maya, who usually dealt with mercenaries breaking the guild’s rules.

“I’ll take the front lines with Jan, you take a break!”

“Take a break, where can I possibly do that…!”

Despite facing nearly a hundred monsters, the reason they sustained only minor injuries was primarily due to Ron swinging his iron hammer wildly at the forefront and Jan occasionally casting spells to reduce their numbers.


‘Most of all, without that monster-like man, we would have been annihilated by now….’

As Maya caught her breath watching Jan’s spell sweep through the front, her gaze drifted.

Beyond the waves of monsters, where their battle was taking place, stood a giant barbarian with a presence that could not be ignored even from afar.

As the Dwarf-made axe and the red magic sword flashed, monsters were torn asunder, sending blood and dust mixed in a violent spray. It was a superhuman battle that transcended human capabilities.

She was certain the number of monsters Khan alone had slain far exceeded their collective total.

Yet, the battle remained stagnant, due to the overwhelming scale of the monsters.

‘No, are we the ones holding him back…?’

Gritting her teeth, Maya felt frustration.

Born as the second daughter of a knightly family, she possessed exceptional talent even among her siblings.

However, in the noble families of the Argon Kingdom, there were limits to what a woman, regardless of her talent, could achieve. Hence, she became a mercenary and caught the eye of the guild master, achieving considerable success.

Trained through the systematic discipline of the Eldred family, Maya’s skills were unparalleled among mercenaries.

Coupled with the authority of the guild master, she continued to achieve success without knowing failure.

‘Damn it….’

This was the first time Maya had faced failure and felt despair, all due to the Executioner… Khan.

Following the guild master’s orders to contact the barbarian causing significant incidents in the north, she attacked the Executioner, known for his indiscretion, and was utterly defeated.

It was hardly a fight. The moment she crossed weapons with Khan’s axe and spear, she felt death, and only by the barbarian’s capricious mercy did she survive.

‘Messing around and then suddenly backing down, how irritatingly ambiguous. My taste isn’t that fringe.’

Returning to headquarters, carrying the shame and fear, she was punished for initiating combat without orders.

Subsequently, at the guild master’s request, after the barbarian had left for the east to cool his head, she was effectively exiled in Wagner.

“It all dies….”


Maya’s spear traced a grand arc, slicing the air as the necks of the monsters invading the streets snapped open with a visceral sound. Their fate was sealed the moment they ventured into her designated territory. With precision, she pierced their vitals with the spear’s tip, smashed their skulls with the shaft, and for those who got too close for a spear strike, their heads were crushed under her gauntlet.

“Damn it! All of you, come at me!”

When Maya reunited with Khan in Wagner, she was once again confronted with the fear she felt at that time. It was as if she had become an extension of Khan’s limbs, being dragged around and eventually abandoning the Wagner branch. She couldn’t resist his will. The fear deeply engraved in her by the executioner was that intense.

With a heavy resistance felt in her hands, Maya’s eyes seemed to blaze with fire. A monster resembling a wild boar, a D-Hog, was charging at her. Its assault, difficult to even scratch with ordinary weapons, was lethal for a spearwoman like her.

Maya’s response was simple. She leaped onto the D-Hog’s back as if springing off the ground with her spear. Although the D-Hog tried frantically to throw her off, Maya was quicker. Her gauntlet pounded the beast’s most vulnerable spot, the eye sockets, until its skull was crushed, and it collapsed, leaving Maya to roll on the ground.

Gasping, she inhaled a mix of the corpse’s blood and dust, rising to continue the slaughter.

‘How long are you going to cower, Maya Eldred…!’ She thought of Khan, who had grown stronger during her brief absence. Could there be a secret to his strength, given his mana-less lower-class body? Perhaps he was a subject of a dark mage’s experiment or, as Ron rambled, born with the blood of giants…

Determined to uncover his secret, she silently followed Khan, realizing, ‘While I’ve been showing off by beating up idiot mercenaries, he’s been facing these battlefields all along.’

It was only natural for him to grow stronger. One must sharpen oneself through real combat to be deemed a true knight, as the Eldred family taught. It was then Maya truly understood this lesson.

And she thought, ‘If I keep following Khan and facing these dangerous battles, I’ll become strong like him.’

“Come at me─!” With that thought, the physical pain seemed trivial, and Maya burst into laughter, thinking that Khan must regard pain as a stepping stone for growth…

It was, quite frankly, the moment a ridiculous misunderstanding began to form.

*

*

*

Heaving heavily, Khan let out a deep breath after moving non-stop, arms hanging limp. He noticed the number of monsters attacking had dwindled to a countable few, a sign of his significant physical endurance.

‘Definitely. My stamina has increased unbelievably.’ Stats needed to complement each other. High strength required endurance to sustain it, and agility was necessary for swift reflexes and smooth movement in battle. In essence, balancing stats was crucial for optimal physical performance.

‘Of course, they were all quite weak, so I did hold back a bit…’ Regardless, it was an encouraging development. Facing roughly two hundred creatures and still being in almost perfect condition proved his growth. This is what made the game system absurd. While warriors of Midland usually hit a growth plateau, Khan could continually grow stronger with each stat upgrade.

‘This should be enough. I won’t be beaten down by them so easily now.’ Referring to the culprits behind Midland Quest’s notorious power creep: the superhumans currently tied down with the conquest of the great demon realm, unable to intervene in the main story.

“What a hassle. They’ll come into play after the current Emperor has died, so it’s premature to worry about it now.”


When exactly did the Emperor die…? As Khan mulled over his memory, he snapped out of his reverie upon detecting the approach of his party members.

“Boss. The back is mostly cleaned up. The rest is being vigorously taken care of by Lady Maya.”

It was Ron, who had been protecting the rest of the group while wielding his hammer. However, the expression on his face as he reported the situation seemed somewhat unsettled.

And just as Khan’s face began to mirror Ron’s unsettled look due to a piercing scream he was about to inquire about, they heard,

“Uahahaha! Hurt me more! I just get stronger─!”

“Cough. She’s indeed fighting very hard…….”

“What’s up with that reaction now?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps she underwent some sort of emotional change while fighting…?”

Emotional change? Could it be demonic possession? Khan grimaced as he watched Maya, who had now abandoned her spear in favor of using her gauntlets to bludgeon monsters to death.

She was already known for her bizarre habit of inconveniencing herself in the most unusual ways, and now it seemed she found pleasure in being hit.

‘This is a bit too much even for a character trait.’

“Lady Maya truly inherits the lineage of a noble family, after all.”

“What are you talking about now?”

“Well, there’s a saying, isn’t there? That among nobles, there are many with strange inclinations.… Given Lady Maya is of noble blood, perhaps it’s not far-fetched she might find pleasure in pain.”

“What, do nobles share some kind of kinky DNA or what?”

“DNA? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“…It’s something that exists. Let Maya enjoy herself for now, and let’s prepare to move. We never know when more will come.”

Upon Khan’s order, Ron promptly agreed and went back to where the rest of the group was, while Khan surveyed the devastation he had wrought as if committing it to memory.

‘Goblins, kobolds, blade wolves, D-hogs, draugr….’

The corpses of various monsters littered the area. Every creature that had faced Khan’s attacks was left in an unsightly state, creating a grim spectacle.

Yet, Khan had a reason for closely inspecting the dead.

‘Based on the game, they’re just minor mobs.’

The strength of a monster horde directly relates to the power of the lesser dragon controlling them.

In that sense, it might suggest the lesser dragon in question could be weaker than anticipated. However…

“Warrior. I have a question. Is it normal for a horde to act like this? Their movements seem strange, as if they had targeted us from the very beginning. I hope I’m just imagusning things.”

Responding to Khan’s concerns, Jan approached, posing his question as if he and Ron were taking turns.

“It shouldn’t be. lesser dragons usually prefer to remain hidden within their domains. The monsters under their control do nothing but guard the vicinity of the dragon’s territory, normally.”

“But they attacked us first this time. Does that mean this is lesser dragon’s territory?”

Khan shook his head in denial.

“We’re close to Al-Rasdel, so that shouldn’t be it. They don’t like disturbances. It’s unusual for them to claim the area around a city as their territory.”

“Then… why did these monsters ambush us?”

That was precisely Khan’s question.

What did it mean for Al-Rasdel and the pathways to Al-Ranzas to be occupied by the lesser dragon’s forces?

Especially since the monsters seemed to have detected and attacked them preemptively—

‘Whatever the case, it means the one waiting ahead isn’t going to be ordinary, does it…’

Khan decisively cut through his tangled thoughts.

Be it strategies in a game, in reality, overthinking rarely solved anything—a lesson he had learned firsthand.

“Let’s just go and see. To Al-Rasdel.”

What kind of dreadful situation awaited them could only be determined upon their arrival.

And after traveling for a full day to reach Al-Rasdel, what the group encountered was neither refugees from other cities nor thieves lurking for the city’s riches.

“Grrrrr─.”

“Woooaaaah…!”

A monster horde far stronger than any they had previously encountered and

Keiiieeek─────!

The ear-splitting roar of a dragon, pulling forth the primal fear inherent to humanity.
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Chapter 056: The Basilisk Subjugation (1)

Al-Rasdel, a city known for supplying high-bred warhorses throughout the kingdom, was among the wealthiest cities in the north. Naturally, expansive pastures for grazing these horses were also present, managed either by priests worshipping the god of abundance, who were hired at great cost to bless the lands, or by a significant workforce tasked with the maintenance of these grazing fields. And now, with the city of Al-Rasdel having fallen due to the “living corpse” plague, the situation had drastically changed.

Screeeeech─────!

What was typically a pasture filled with numerous horses had transformed into a resting place for an entirely different being. With a body resembling a gigantic lizard, stretching over 4 meters in length, covered in sharp, spike-like scales and possessing vicious claws capable of tearing through rock. Its tail split into two, each end adorned with something resembling a metal ball. And lastly, a massive head that, while reminiscent of reptiles, was fundamentally different.

‘Basilisk!’

Khan, with his knowledge from games, immediately recognized the identity of this serpent-dragon and instinctively drew his axe and magic sword. Despite having been struck by the dragon’s fear, a sensation that even the overwhelming will of the Goddess of Justice had resisted, Khan thought to himself, ‘…A bit stiff, but that’s all.’

However, his companions did not fare as well.

“Cough!”

“Ugh…!”

Ron and Maya, mere humans, trembled as if seized by convulsions. Gasping for breath, as if in difficulty, they were seemingly deprived of control over their bodies due to the fear, collapsing face-first onto the ground.

The most challenging aspect of battling a basilisk was its “Petrifying Roar,” a debuff that rendered characters below a certain level incapacitated. Elena, who would later become the apostle of the goddess, was only slightly affected thanks to the protection of a holy spell. However, the rest of the party was not in any condition to join the fight immediately.

‘Damn it. Just my luck…’

This was why basilisks were classified as Named Monsters specialized in prey weakening. It was common practice to hire knights or mages NPC capable of protecting themselves against the ‘Petrifying Roar.’ For Khan’s party, which consisted largely of ordinary humans, their compatibility couldn’t be worse.

“Sir warrior…!”

The first to regain his composure was Jan, the mage.

Having calmed the mana within his body to regain control, he began to chant a spell preemptively.

“Minor spells won’t work! Use at least an intermediate-level spell, one that concentrates power into a single point!” Khan shouted, then took a powerful step forward.

The debuff from the Petrifying Roar varied individually, usually wearing off between two to four minutes.

‘Am I supposed to hold out on my own until then?’

Khan, facing the enormous bulk of the basilisk, grinned, “Well, when have we ever been used to fighting together?”


“Screeeeech─!”

Perhaps sensing the barbarian’s intent to fight, the basilisk prepared to roar once more, evidently displeased that a mere human had resisted its roar.

“Screeech…!”

[Shut─up──!]

Khan’s ‘War Cry’ swallowed not only the basilisk’s roar but all other noises around. Even the sound of him leaping into the air was engulfed.

His body, shot forth like a cannonball, rapidly closed in on the basilisk, specifically its side, jumping right up to it.

[Leap (B) – 01%]

─B-grade effect, Freedom of Movement: Directional restrictions disappear completely. The direction and height of the leap can be perfectly controlled.

“Screech!”

The basilisk, keeping up with Khan’s movement, swung its bifurcated tail like a whip with a loud Bang─! Its massive body exerted considerable force, sending the tail rushing forward, leaving a long afterimage as Khan gripped his Draupnir tightly.

[End it! Slay the dragon… now!]

Responding to this, the red aura enveloping the sword deepened in color. For once, their thoughts align.

Thunk──!

It was as if a giant swung a siege ram. Khan’s eyes widened at the collision – a sensation beyond his imagination from countless battles with basilisks in games.

‘This is insane…!’

There was no giving in.

It was like trying to push over an ancient tree, deeply rooted for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. The body of the basilisk, supported on its short yet thick legs, was immovable even for Khan, who possessed the strength of a superhuman.

Swish!It wasn’t that he was overpowered. With a twist in midair to counter the force pushing him back, Khan wielded his axe with a mighty swing. The air vibrated with a metallic clang as the steel ball attached at the end of the tail collided with the dwarf-made hand axe, blessed by the goddess, sending shockwaves through the air. Khan’s hair whipped about in the fierce wind that followed, nearly blinding him.

‘This is beyond what I imagined!’

The weight behind Khan’s strike was immense, capable of crushing an armored knight from above, and the axe, made heavier by the goddess’s blessing, might well have been considered siege weaponry.


Yet, it didn’t budge. Instead, the remaining tail seemed to coil with the intent to crush Khan then and there.

Khan made a simple decision. Instead of resisting the pushing force, he used it to propel himself backward.

As he shot back with uncontrollable speed, the basilisk let out a high-frequency roar, a clear precursor to its next attack pattern.

‘Poison needles!’

Khan noticed the scale-like spikes and instinctively knew the danger. The basilisk’s venom was notoriously difficult to cure, even with divine spells.

He pulled his axe back, initially planning to throw it to disrupt the pattern but quickly rolled on the ground, changing tactics.

“Screech!”

[Grasp of Arseys]

This was a mid-level spell from the Gray Tower, once used by Jan’s mentor Jerome during Darkin Subjugation, now manifested by the disciple, Jan.

An invisible giant’s grasp seemingly crushed the basilisk, causing the ground beneath it to crack and split under the pressure.

“Warrior!”

“I know.”

[Leap]

The basilisk twisted violently, as if to free itself from the spell’s bind. Jan might not have been able to hold it for long – a testament to his current limit compared to his master, Jerom.

But that brief moment was all Khan needed.

In an instant, he closed the distance and with both hands, gripped his magic sword tightly.

[Strike! Tear through the heart of the dragon!]

‘Was planning to, anyway!’

Though his swordsmanship consisted of what he learned as a child and the practical experience gained through real combat, it was more than enough.

With a strength stat of 61, Khan’s superhuman strength, mistaken by some for divine, was evident in his swift, almost unseen movements.


A luminous slash grazed the basilisk’s face diagonally in a flash.

Khan immediately leapt back, creating distance as basilisk blood spurted onto where he had just stood. Even with his increased endurance and physical constitution, the basilisk’s blood venom was not something to be taken lightly.

“Ssss!”

The venom dissolved the grass it touched instantly, forming a deadly pool as the basilisk’s screams filled the air.

Approaching it now seemed almost impossible.

However, most dragon breeds – and the basilisk was no exception – possessed regenerative abilities, a tricky situation for anyone relying on close combat.

But Khan was not in a hurry.

─Wound Aggravation :: The malice within Draupnir hinders healing. It nullifies potions and healing spells below a certain grade.

This was why Khan had chosen to strike with Draupnir. Although given enough time, the basilisk might recover…

Crack.

Now, Khan readied his goddess-blessed axe for a throw, sensing an impending skill level-up from this encounter.

With his physical stats increased, the charging limit of his throwing skill had also improved, promising a devastating blow to the already battered basilisk.

‘It’s surprisingly simple…’

In games, basilisks were known for their difficulty: impervious defense, petrifying roars that turned lower-level NPCs to scarecrows, overwhelming strength that denied close quarters battle even to warriors, agility that belied their size, tricky patterns, and venom that turned minor injuries deadly.

Yet, Khan had brought the basilisk to the brink of death in moments, awaiting only the finishing blow.

Even with Jan’s help, the effort and time invested were minimal. The outcome would likely have been the same without it.

‘A 25th level warrior achieving this? Unthinkable. Definitely.’Khan had quickly gauged the extent of his own strength in a fleeting moment, as he brought his consciousness back to the present. How much experience had the basilisk given again? Such thoughts crossed his mind as he was about to throw his axe when.

“You should stop right there. It would be problematic if that monster dies by the hands of someone unexpected at this time.”

“Kyah!”

As the emotionless voice of a man sounded from behind, a string of high-pitched screams from Elena followed immediately.

“Sister Elena!”

“My lady…! What do you think you’re doing all of a sudden!”

Unable to fully shake off the petrifying roar, Maya and Ron yelled out angrily, while the soft chanting of a spell by Jan could be heard faintly.

“Keep chanting the spell, mage of the Tower. Unless you don’t mind this priestess getting hurt.”

“You! Are you doing this under the orders of Count Perran? To betray us so suddenly…!”

“Count Perran?”

The man, who held Elena’s slender body from behind and had a sword smeared with the monster’s blood to her neck, sneered.

“As if I would listen to orders from such a coward. Enough of this nonsense. And you too, barbarian. As I said before, the moment you attempt any harm on the basilisk, I will kill this priestess.”

“Despicable!”

Jan’s face reddened with anger, but the guard captain showed no signs of disturbance, merely glancing over Khan’s shoulder.

“If you understand, then back away.”

Having roughly grasped the situation from the sequence of dialogues, Khan nodded. Taking it as an acceptance of his terms, the guard captain’s lips twisted upwards.

“I had no intention of revealing my identity, but if you all were to die at the hands of the basilisk here, then it wouldn’t matter. Hah… It’s unfortunate but unavoidable. That damned dragon is… partly necessary for our plans…”

“Then. It must be killed.”

“What…?”

The guard captain, taken aback by Khan’s abrupt declaration, grimaced and moved the sword he had at Elena’s neck, thinking to make an example to force a stop.

However—.

[Throwing]

Boom──!

The axe, released from Khan’s hand, spiraled through the air and embedded itself into the basilisk’s face, right into the wounds opened by Draupnir, the axe buried so deep that only the handle was barely visible. The following skill-induced tornado tore through the basilisk’s face.

Screeeeek…!

The guard captain had moved too soon, intending to cut the priestess’s neck and deal with the mage of bewildered expression and the rest of the group, who were still paralyzed.

But things did not go according to the guard captain’s calculations.

Because his calculations were fundamentally flawed from the start.

As Khan checked the experience points gained from defeating the basilisk and turned away with a sneer,

‘If you’re going to take hostages, you should’ve chosen your opponent more wisely.’

Elena grabbed the descending sword with her bare hands.

Elena’s vigorous response, unlike her appearance of a cheerful girl, momentarily stunned the guard captain. In the meantime, she brought her other hand to her thigh.

As Elena lifted her nun’s habit, the hidden flesh and the object concealed with it were revealed.

It was a shape all too familiar to Khan.

A flail, with a short handle connected to a chain and a metal ball at the end, a weapon favored by ‘Goddess’s Scale’ in the future.

‘I’ve died to that before.’

As Khan leisurely recalled his memories, Elena, who had escaped the guard captain’s restraint with bizarre movements, suddenly lept up, swinging the flail. The guard captain, delayed in his reaction due to shock, was grazed by the metal ball and staggered.

“Please, stay still…!”

Once Elena’s safety was secured, Jan bound the guard captain with a secretly prepared spell.

“Phew! That was almost a disaster!”

Elena adjusted her disheveled attire with a lively tone that suggested she thought nothing of the sort.

“So. Now’s the time to find out why our guard captain resorted to such an act, isn’t it?”

“Ugh…!”

“Ah! Of course, you don’t have to worry about dying! I am a priestess, after all!”

As she declared she would torture him while healing him with holy spells, she revealed a chilling promise with a beaming smile. Elena approached the immobilized guard captain, intending to interrogate him after knocking him out first.

Elena walked buoyantly, excited to experiment with the interrogation methods she learned from Berta for the first time.

However, the guard captain’s sudden action broke Elena’s smile.

“You have made a great mistake─! Realize what you have done and die regretting it!”

Was this his last act of defiance? Bleeding from his head, eyes, nose, and mouth, the guard captain burst into a laugh filled with anger and exhilaration.

At that moment, Khan leapt toward the direction where the basilisk had been, towards the castle of Al-Rasdel.

And at the same time.

Boom──!

A colossal breath of flames descended from the sky, engulfing Khan’s figure.
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“Will you be alright?”

“What do you mean?”

The middle-aged man, brushing his beard and replying in a leisurely manner, contrasts with the one known only as a mage in these parts, hidden under a robe that concealed his identity, who continues in a stiff manner.

“Al-Rasdel.”

“Hmm.”

“There was a chance that ‘him’ from the guild could catch a whiff and take action.”

“Are you referring to the guild master, that persistent fellow?”

The mage’s face slightly shook, affirming the statement.

“Indeed, he is already suspecting the connection with the anomalies. Should he realize that your excellency did something in Al-Rasdel and starts to move… it would complicate matters. If the guild really set its mind to it, even your excellency would have to tread carefully.”

“Of course, that’s true.”

The middle-aged man showed a cryptic smile, as if he was laughing.

“The Mercenary Guild. Truly a troublesome bunch. Who would have thought that a gathering of human butchers from the empire could project their influence even outside the state borders? And in the name of protecting vermin who could die at any moment, no less.”

“…”

“Even the royal family cannot extend their influence in the north. Of course, the current royal family hardly has the means to do so. But it’s clear that the guild’s actions are exceedingly insolent. For our… no, my plans, it may be necessary to suppress them here.”

The mage remained silent.

“You don’t know him well, let me enlighten you. Did I mention he could sniff things out? No. Given who he is, it wouldn’t be strange if he had already sensed my movements and interfered in Al-Rasdel. There’s even a possibility he might take action personally.”

“If he were to act personally, that could pose a problem. Despite everything, he was… in the empire, notorious for…”

“You worry too much, knowing what’s in Al-Rasdel.”

“Your Excellency, he is not alone. With the covert force he has raised, the basilisk placed in Al-Rasdel will surely be eradicated. If that happens…”

“If that happens?”


The middle-aged man grinned.

“A true disaster will sweep through Al-Rasdel and its vicinity. Along with that bothersome guild master and his minions. At that point, we’ll just swallow up the ruins. Then, you’ll get a new ‘field’. And I will take a step closer to my goal.”

“Frankly, I hope he kills the basilisk in Al-Rasdel.” Upon the middle-aged man’s musings, the mage bowed deeply and then quietly retreated.

Left alone, the middle-aged man let go of the smile that hung on his face like decoration.

‘Afterwards, those of you who become useless… It’s time to take care of that. But that’s a pleasure for later.’

“Perhaps now it’s time to enjoy waiting for the news from Al-Rasdel…” He thought of the delightful news of the region near Al-Rasdel being devastated by a wyvern.

*

*

*

“Boss Khan─!” Ron’s scream tore through the air.

Maya murmured incredulously that the executioner couldn’t have died so helplessly, while Jan couldn’t close his mouth at the overwhelming firepower of the flame descended from the sky.

Was the high-tier spell carefully deployed by the magus of the Red Tower meant to do just that?

Kwahaha!

It was as if a hole had been punctured in the sky, and from that hole, a cascade of flame poured down. All three companions felt similarly—such was the overwhelming spectacle and firepower.

‘Who on earth…!’

Jan’s cool reasoning did not forget its role even in the face of a comrade’s death.

Mages, by nature, are so. Although Jan seemed timid and naive, there was a reason the magus of the tower took him as a disciple. The talent of a mage existed in Jan.

He judged that the previous flames were part of a red spell—a natural deduction. For Jan, who had spent half his life in the tower, only magic could control flames of such caliber.

‘At least a magus or higher…!’

Also, it was a conclusion reached after considering the existence of a ‘mysterious group of mages’ encountered during their journey in the north.


What then, should be done?

Now, with Khan having been tragically killed, nearly accounting for the majority of the party’s strength, the question arose of what action the mage Jan should take.

“We have to run…!”

Both logic and instinct arrived at the same conclusion simultaneously.

As Jan instinctively began to back away, his thoughts suddenly turned to his companions, who stared blankly at the spot where Khan had been.

His gaze naturally followed theirs.

“Miss Elena?”

Yet, there was another among their number who hadn’t frozen in shock at Khan’s death.

Crack…!

Unexpectedly, the young priestess who had joined their party, previously thought to be just a fragile girl, revealed herself as a paladin adept at wielding a flail with astonishing agility.

Elena, having just knocked out the guard captain with a casual swing of her flail, scolded the group with an ostensibly angry face.

“What are you doing standing there! Aren’t you going to prepare to fight? Or do you plan to die without a fight?”

Khan was akin to a superhuman. And to fight against a being that turned such a figure to ashes in one blow? Reading such thoughts on the stunned faces of her companions, Elena shouted in disdain.

“The chosen warrior of the Goddess can’t just die like that!”

“The Goddess… has chosen him?”

It sounded like complete nonsense. Elena was a priestess who served the Goddess of Justice, so that would mean the Goddess of Justice chose Khan? Was it possible that a god from the pantheon chose a barbarian from the Frost Gorge?

It was an utterly nonsensical notion. The mage’s reason dismissed it as foolishness, yet Jan, who had closely observed Khan’s journey, instinctively thought it could be possible.

And then, it happened.

Woooom──!

As if ascending against a waterfall of fire pouring down from the sky, a pure white radiance spread instantaneously in all directions, filling the sky over Al-Rasdel.


After dispersing all the flames, the white light illuminated the surroundings once more, and the group, with dumbfounded faces, uttered the same word as if in awe.

“An apostle of the gods…”

The identity of the figure was none other than Khan, whom they had assumed turned to ashes.

Staring at the barbarian who wielded the light of the Goddess, the faces of the party were filled not just with awe but with utter astonishment. Could it be true that the Goddess of Justice chose a barbarian as his apostle?!

The significance of this would be clear to any resident of Midland who had even a slight understanding of the pantheon.

“Did Khan become a proxy for the Goddess!”

In the midst of many misunderstandings surrounding Khan, a new misunderstanding was born at that moment.

*

*

*

‘I almost died there.’

Gazing at the clear sky as the clouds parted, Khan quietly took out Draupnir.

Khan had survived the ambush thanks to the ‘Mark of the Depths,’ which evolved into a relic with the addition of the Goddess’s divine power.

Truly, it was worthy of being called a relic. The Mark of the Depths had perfectly protected Khan from the attack, even though its original form might not have withstood it.

‘The fire made it hard to breathe for a moment, but well, I survived.’

However, there was something even more crucial. That is, regarding the being that had rained down flames from the sky.

Khan let out a chuckle.

He had thought the boss he faced fell rather anticlimactically, only to realize it was a faux boss and the real final boss was yet to appear.

“The scale of the horde seemed lacking, which means the basilisk was part of the horde, right…”

Controlling a dragon, it was an absurd speculation, but Khan was almost certain of it.

After all, how many beings could launch such an immense blaze from the sky?

Flap─! Flap─!

As if confirming his speculation, massive wing beats cleared the clouds, revealing its presence.

With an appearance that seemed to defy perspective, its immense form did not diminish in grandeur even from afar. A pair of wings, reminiscent of a bat’s but incomparable in size, a thick horn protruding from its forehead, and three hundred eyes like jewels containing burning flames.All those external characteristics gave Khan the answer he was looking for.

“Damn it. They say speak of the tiger and it will come. It’s actually true.”

Khan turned towards where his party was.

“If you don’t want to get involved, run away.”

Before the party could even ask what he meant, the challenge had already begun.

[You empty shell! Tear that fake to shreds and kill it!]

“Why don’t you give me wings then?” Khan snapped back at the grudge, just as he realized a huge shadow had cast over him.

“Right, coming to kill me themselves, huh.”

A wyvern, aiming to rip apart a human who stood unfazed even after being breathed upon, descended powerfully towards the ground.

Crack.

Without knowing, Khan’s grip on his magic sword tightened.

Wyverns. In games, they were raid monsters that mid-level characters could attempt to conquer, but only with thorough preparation and outstanding NPC allies.

Apart from their individual strength, their ability to fly made them a greater challenge than ogres, notorious for grinding newbies into dust.

Their flight ability and the innate characteristics of dragon-kind, along with a breath attack that could ignore most defensive magic, made them a formidable threat that could annihilate even characters armed with A-grade skills and exceptional equipment in the mid-game.

“I didn’t expect to face something like this…”

The situation was vastly different from Darkin subjugation mission where Aries the Paladin and mage Jerome had fought alongside him.

Of course, Khan had grown since then, but the situation was near disastrous.

“KROOOOOOOO──!”

The wyvern’s roar momentarily deafened him, leaving his ears ringing.

‘It would have been interesting, had I not equipped the Vessel of Greed.’

Khan managed to suppress a bitter laugh, his smile completely fading away.

Before he realized it, the wyvern had closed the distance completely, its dense scales fully in view. Could he do this?

Doubts surfaced, but he focused even harder and steadied his mind.

‘Can I do this?’

Crunch!

His left foot dug deep into the ground as he prepared to leap at the enemy, loosening his tense muscles.

His body felt light. It wasn’t an illusion. The brief battle with the basilisk had consumed a significant amount of energy due to its intensity.

But now, his condition was perfect.

No, it was beyond perfect.

‘My stats have actually increased.’

Although his strength stat remained unchanged, he noticed a slight increase in all other stats except intelligence.

‘Could Elena have blessed me?’ Just as he was about to look around, he noticed the red swirls around his body and twisted his lips.

‘Has it drawn out my blood?’

He knew that wasn’t the case. If it had been, he would have noticed much sooner.

Facing a wyvern after the basilisk, he must have unlocked something he had been hiding all along.

[Kill it…! That empty shell, quickly─!]

As if confirming his thoughts, the voice of the grudge echoed in his head. Damn, so much for being a dragon-slaying sword.

It was unexpected assistance.

A slight increase in agility and stamina wouldn’t close the gap with the wyvern… But still.

‘It’s not bad.’

Above all, he had prepared to kill the flying lizard back in Al-Ranza.

He focused for a moment, and the space around him opened.

He felt every item in the Aecharis’ Pocket, selecting one.

‘Well, let’s see.’

The wyvern subjugation began abruptly.
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Chapter 058: Wyvern Hunt (1)

Engaging in a collision with a wyvern descending at tremendous speed from the sky was an endeavor that not even Khan would attempt.

Yet, as long as he didn’t directly hit it, it presented a prime opportunity to strike a significant blow.

Boom!

He pivoted on his left foot, drawing back his right.

It was the stance commonly thought of for throwing a spear, but in his right hand, he held neither a magic sword nor an axe blessed by a goddess.

Just an ordinary spear that could be easily procured in any city, nothing special about it.

The durability of the spear wouldn’t last even a moment under the full force of Khan’s strength.

‘Once should be enough.’

Crash! Bang!

The spear left Khan’s hand, instantly shooting towards the wyvern’s snout.

However, it missed.

By tucking its massive membranous wings and spinning its body round, the wyvern easily dodged the spear and roared again.

‘Fast.’

Indeed, to fully control flight at such speeds, ordinary reflexes wouldn’t cut it.

Above all, from his experience in the game, Khan knew the wyvern’s speed was extremely fast.

But knowing and experiencing firsthand were entirely different realms.

Thud!

The beast prepared to snatch with its forelegs, spreading them wide, but Khan used a back leap to widen the gap between them swiftly.

Rrrrrr!


The wyvern’s sharp claws tore through the innocent ground, as if it carried several legendary swords at its toe tips.

After smoothly pulling its claws from the ground, the wyvern accelerated towards Khan again.

‘It’s going to be tough here.’

The plains were too open.

Considering the wyvern’s speed, hitting it with a normal throw would be difficult, and trying to collide during its descent would place him at too great a disadvantage.

‘In that case…’

Khan’s mind rapidly worked.

Using his experience fighting wyverns in the game, he ran through various conditions and their corresponding win rates, applying his own specs to choose the best course of action.

This was a calculation only Khan, who likely had the most experience battling wyverns in the Midland quest, could make.

‘There, it could be possible.’

Selecting the most advantageous battleground and tactic from his available choices, Khan turned his back to the wyvern.

Provoked by this action, the wyvern pursued Khan’s back with a roar loud enough to deafen, engaging in low-altitude flight.

Although it was practically offering Khan a perfect chance to counter, he ignored it.

“Groooooar──!”

Frustrated that its prey was not falling for its strategies, the wyvern chased after Khan with increased speed.

Despite Khan using consecutive leaps to sprint away, the wyvern’s speed far exceeded his.

Just as the distance was closing tightly, the only obstacle in the meadow blocked the wyvern’s claws.

“Screech……!”

It was the body of a basilisk, butchered by Khan.

For some reason, the wyvern hesitated to attack the basilisk’s corpse, and Khan took the opportunity to retrieve his axe stuck in the basilisk’s face, using another leap to increase the distance.


──────!

‘Damn noisy…!’

Even among dragon kind, there’s no such thing as fraternal affection, but the wyvern’s cries were filled with an overt rage that even Khan could sense.

‘Shit. Was that your lover or something?’

Although the reason was unclear, it was evident that Khan’s actions had irritated the wyvern.

The sound of the wyvern’s wings from behind came with an intense roar, quickly closing the distance.

“Dammit…!”

Now, there were no obstacles left to use for cover.

Having no choice but to turn his back, Khan’s vision was filled with red.

The massive body of the wyvern was right in front of him.

Without a moment to properly stance himself after taking out his axe, he swung his arm with all his might.

Wham──!

“Ugh!”

He had no such experience, but it felt like being hit by a truck.

Pain surged through his body as if all his organs had shifted, sending him flying backward.

This was a firsthand lesson on why it was impossible to engage in close-quarters combat against a wyvern with its overwhelming size and speed.

“If I dash forward like this…!”

Khan’s eyes widened as he tried to put some distance between himself and the wyvern, using the force generated from their collision. Suddenly, a wyvern that had its sights set above Khan spread its claws wide.

“Is the Mark…?”

Useless.


The Mark of the Depths had lost its light long ago, perhaps exhausted from blocking the wyvern’s breath. With a grimace distorting his face, Khan opened his left hand.

Clink!

A string shot from the Silent Thread of Arachne and bound the wyvern’s thick ankles.

Unaware of what had happened, the wyvern moved to tear Khan apart with its sharp claws.

“Ugh!”

With a rough breath, Khan curled in mid-air, flicking his waist as if walking a tightrope. Successfully dodging to the side of the wyvern with a twist in the air.

“Keek?!”

The wyvern let out a startled cry.

Khan didn’t stop there. Once again, he pulled the string towards him and in a flash, reached the wyvern’s ankle.

“Kr─!”

Seemingly realizing it had been tethered by some technique, the creature made a bizarre noise as it attempted to ascend.

“It’s done.”

Slightly lifting the corners of his mouth, Khan flicked his waist again and released the string.

The rebound filled Khan with a strong sensation of buoyancy. However, it was intentional.

Without panicking, Khan rolled his feet to match the approaching ground.

[Leap]

─D-grade Effect, Safe Landing :: Falling damage is significantly reduced.

It was a kind of workaround.

Using Leap at the moment of landing could significantly reduce the damage from falling.

At the beginning of his possession, he had accidentally discovered this method due to a mad Great Warrior making him leap between cliffs as a test for warriors.

Boom-!

It was a speed like he had never experienced before.

It would probably feel something like this if one stuck their head out of a sports car zooming on the Autobahn.

Khan smirked internally at the trivial comparison as he glanced behind.

“He must be really pissed.”

The unique figure of the wyvern was stretched thin, its original form beyond recognition. It was clear that being caught would lead to a dire situation.

But that was a problem if he got captured.

Sneering, Khan leaped again. Surely, thanks to the increased stamina, even using Leap several times didn’t significantly drain his energy to impact the battle.

Considering his upcoming plans, he had to avoid reaching a critical state before slamming it into the ground, so he was paying extra attention to his stamina management.

“Just need to get into the city first. After that…”

Thanks to putting some distance with his last move, he had a moment to gather his thoughts.

As he contemplated his next actions and gauged his chances, Khan suddenly remembered his companions who were now out of sight.

“They must have escaped on their own.”

*

*

*

“What should we do?”

“What else can we do? We follow him and help. What other choice do we have?”

“But… there was a reason the warrior told us to run. With our skills, we’ll only be in the way!”

“Just drawing the wyvern’s attention for a moment would be of great help.”

“But. But…!”

“This is why mages are…”

“Stop, stop! There’s no point in us fighting amongst ourselves.”

Ron, who had been mediating the argument between Jan and Maya, pressed his temples.

“The situation isn’t good….”

Despite trying to keep a rational front, Ron’s mind was just as cluttered.

It was to be expected. Even with a half-life spent as a mercenary, the gravity of the situation was overwhelming.

After all, dealing with monsters like basilisks and wyverns was not something even the most hardened mercenaries typically faced.

‘Can boss win?’

Of course, Khan was strong.

Ron, who had been by his side since the battle with Darkin, knew this well.However, wasn’t the wyvern also a monster of a different class?

‘It’s not like he said he’d fight alone because he thought he could win.’

It meant that this opponent was not the kind to allow for concern over his companions mid-battle.

Ron pondered.

Considering his beliefs, it seemed right to help Khan, but could he and his party really be of any help to Khan?

Such thoughts added to Ron’s hesitancy in making a decision.

“Um, excuse me. Where are you going…!”

Ron halted his thoughts at Jan’s bewildered voice.

A girl who concealed remarkable martial arts skills and ruthlessness within her slender frame and cheery speech silently started walking in the direction Khan had gone.

“Lady. Are you planning to follow him?”

It was a foolish question to ask since the answer was obvious.

What Ron really wanted to ask was whether they could be of any help against a wyvern, a monster beyond ordinary measures.

And Elena’s answer was simple.

“How could a great warrior chosen by the goddess lose to a mere shell of a dragon?”

“What does that mean…”

“In the first place, where could it possibly run to?”

Elena spoke with a quick glance, their eyes meeting.

The pure white brilliance in her eyes felt unlike any human’s.

It was as though something transcendent was speaking through her, conveying its will.

Only then did Ron realize the truth in Elena’s words that “there is nowhere to run.”

Ron’s nearly prophetic intuition was unshackled by the energy carried in Elena’s voice.

‘Every direction poses a danger?!’

There was no safe direction to take.

“Could it be…!”

Ron tried to warn of the seriousness of the situation, but it was as if to say it was already too late as ‘they’ revealed themselves.

It was unclear where they had been hiding, but a horde of hundreds of demonic beasts surged towards their location.

Ron instinctively came to a conclusion.

The size of the horde was determined by the level of the dragon.

Effectively, their actions of eliminating the basilisk and the existing horde had drawn in a new horde of monsters.

The choices left for the party were either to stand their ground until the wyvern was defeated or to follow Khan now and assist him…

‘No, we might get caught in the middle!’

Ron threw the backpack carrying the party’s baggage to the ground to lighten their load and advised the party to make themselves as light as possible.

Among the beast-type demons, many far surpassed human speed.

“Run! I’ll take care of Jan! Hurry!”

“Huh? Ahh!”

Ron, carrying Jan on his shoulder as if he was a piece of baggage, began to sprint.

Clutching his precious hammer as if his life depended on it.

Bang… Bang… Bang…

Sounds of a grave nature could be heard from a distance ahead in the direction they were running; perhaps it was Khan clashing with the wyvern.

Ron’s expression hardened.

‘Taking these beasts to join him might not be the best idea…!’

Should he rather keep the monsters at bay as much as possible to allow Khan to focus on the battle with the wyvern?

No, with their skills, facing what was surely hundreds of the beasts was impossible. They’d be overwhelmed in an instant, like being swept away by a wave.

‘Think… Think…!’

His normally reliable intuition was as if it had broken; that’s how dire the situation was.

“Pant! Pant…!”

Even after running a distance that would not have been surprising to see Al-Rasdel’s castle, neither the walls nor the tall tower in the heart of Al-Rasdel’s city was in sight.

“Growl!”

“Screech──!”

The howling of beast-type demons filled his ears, indicating they were closing in.

Turning around, Ron saw all kinds of demonic beasts, their numbers too large to count, almost close enough to tear the party apart.

If they kept running, they would only end up being cornered to face the horde of monsters.

Someone would need to stay behind to delay the beasts’ advance.

It was time to make a choice.

To choose someone to throw themselves at the starving beasts…

With a grimace, Ron quietly clenched his teeth.
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Indeed, the wyvern’s speed was not something to be outdone by a mere dash.

Even if one managed to create distance through some convoluted method, it would only be temporary. The wyvern, flying freely through the sky, was quick to close the gap behind Khan.

Crack!

Khan, who hastily rolled on the ground to dodge the wyvern’s ambush, clicked his tongue.

Considering the upcoming battle required him to be mindful of his stamina distribution, endlessly using leap skills to evade pursuit was not an option. It was practically impossible to begin with.

“Still, it’s not much farther.”

The first thing to come into view was a tower, towering higher than the city walls. Soon after, a city wall, on a scale incomparable to that of Al-Ranzas, came into sight.

It was no wonder it was called one the wealthiest cities in the north.

And finally.

Khan entered the city of Al-Rasdel through the wide-open gates. It was fortunate that the caravan of Al-Ranzas had left the gate open upon returning from gathering city resources.

Whoosh!

Of course, to a wyvern that could fly freely through the sky, even the city walls were no obstacle.

The wyvern, managing to overtake Khan, opened its maw wide. A sweltering heat enveloped the area, even from afar, and a ball of fire, the size of a person, formed in its mouth.

Khan, without panicking, widened his field of view.

The outer city buildings were placed further apart than he had expected. But that was enough.

Boom! Whoomph!

A fireball shot at an unyielding speed torched a two-story building in the direction Khan was headed, clearly intending to block his retreat.

Khan didn’t care.

Crash!


He passed straight through the collapsing building. Skin burning and a terrible pain engulfed him. But such pain was nothing new to him!

The sight of his skin reddened and burnt was unimagusnable pain, yet Khan’s charge did not stop.

He was used to enduring. Clenching his teeth, he persevered for the sole purpose of entering the inner city in the shortest route.

“Kroooah──!”

Boom! Boom!

A couple more barrages of fire attempted to hinder Khan’s charge, but they only managed to inflict burns.

Such minor pain could not stop a barbarian warrior who had survived the trials of Frost Gorge.

‘You’ve got to shove a fireball in its mouth to stand a chance!’

It was a crude and violent charge to the end.

The inner city wall, separating the external and internal sections, was now right in front of him. Perhaps due to the civil war that had broken out in the city, the gate to the inner city was completely destroyed.

Just as Khan was about to pass through and enter the inner city area, he hesitated—slowing down.

“───!”

Realizing the barrage of fire had no effect, the wyvern attempted to block Khan’s path with its body, descending toward the gate.

Crunch!

Its claws, capable of tearing solid ground as though it were tofu, dug into the upper part of the gate.

It was then that Khan understood its intention. It aimed to completely collapse the top part of the gate to block the path, seemingly making a judgment based on its understanding of human architecture.

“Damn it…!”

Khan gritted his teeth at the intelligent maneuver, something not even seen in games. Was it suddenly gaining intelligence now?

But this was not the time for complaints or grievances.

If he stayed, the entrance would collapse entirely, trapping him for a while, which was certainly not good news for Khan.


‘Should I just leap over it?’

No, that was impossible.

He would risk being crushed by the falling debris. There had to be a better way…!

That’s when Khan, surveying the surroundings of the gate, noticed the side towers that embraced the outer gate like arms.

The rounded side towers had walls perforated at regular intervals with cross-shaped holes, designed for archers to safely intercept incoming enemies—a murder hole.

‘That’s it.’

Khan’s eyes sparkled.

Ziiing─.

Khan halted with a screech of his right foot, stomping down in preparation for a leap.

“Kroooh!”

The wyvern roared, embedding its claws into the top of the gate and gaining altitude. With a deafening crash and the sound of stones tumbling, the wyvern squinted its three hundred eyes in mockery, as if to say, “What will you do now?”

“Damned bird. Acting almost human in its cunning!”

Without a hint of surprise, Khan leaped, not towards the blocked gate but towards a side tower.

“Kiik?”

Taken aback by Khan’s unexpected direction, the wyvern let out a strange cry and hesitated.

Like a foolish lizard. With a light sneer, Khan placed his hand on the side tower’s total ocular.

A gap so narrow, not even a dwarf could pass through. Khan’s body, let alone his thick forearms, wouldn’t fit.

But.

‘Just need to make it bigger!’

His grip tightened, veins bulging as he exerted all his strength, pulling apart the walls as if tearing them, widening the narrow gap instantly to an opening large enough even for an orc to squeeze through.


Thud.

Stepping inside, Khan first checked both directions. To the left, the passage had collapsed due to the wyvern’s actions, but the right passage was in much better condition.

He had no other choice.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Khan dashed down the right-hand passage.

From outside, the furious wyvern’s wing-beating and roaring could be heard, emanating exactly from above Khan.

‘Persistent beast!’

Rushing down the long corridor, Khan pressed his body against the right wall in a hurry.

Crash─!

Right then, the wyvern’s maw burst through the ceiling into the passage.

“Kyahaak!”

With a slam, it closed its gaping maw and disappeared back through the broken passage.

Chills ran down Khan’s spine at the thought of being chomped in half had his reaction been a fraction slower.

‘This is like some horror game!’

Cursing, Khan resumed his sprint down the passage.

Despite the wyvern continually smashing the walls and thrusting its maw in, fortunately, the noisy intrusions allowed Khan to dodge safely.

However, he couldn’t keep running through the corridors forever.

‘The building should be around here somewhere…!’

His flight wasn’t aimless; he had taken in the layout of the city whenever the wyvern smashed through walls connected to the inner city areas.

And soon, Khan reached the location he had calculated. Opening Aecharis’s pouch with what could be described as a barbarian’s animalistic intuition, the wyvern’s characteristic thunderous flap hit Khan’s ears again.

Boom! Bang!

The sounds of collapse followed; the former was the sound of the wyvern’s claws tearing through the ceiling and ravaging the passage, while the latter was Khan swinging a war hammer, breaking through a wall to escape the passage.

‘Found it.’

Below, amidst the sprawling cityscape, was the building he had kept an eye on – a huge stable, essential to the lifeblood of the city of Al-Rasdel.

Unlike the pastures outside the city, the stable, meant for the knights and nobles of Al-Rasdel, was unsurprisingly massive.

Of course, in the now-fallen city, all valuables had likely been looted.

However, the item Khan sought might very well still be intact.

With a flawless landing, Khan moved seamlessly. As if having simulated the action countless times in his head, he entered the stable without hesitation and began his search.With a furious roar, the wyvern finally realized that Khan had left the passageway, but Khan was too busy attending to his tasks.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

The mysterious clanging sounds coming from inside the stable prompted the agitated wyvern to change its course immediately.

Then, it spread its wings wide in the air.

Gulping, gulping—

The wyvern’s throat convulsed violently, and a light source intense enough to be seen through the thick scales of the dragonkin flowed down its neck.

It was preparing to unleash a proper breath attack, not merely spewing embers.

Clang…! Clang…!

The clanging sound persisted unabated.

Finally ready to spit its breath, the wyvern opened its mouth wide—

The sky over Al-Rasdel flashed brightly, akin to the flame breath that had engulfed Khan right after annihilating the basilisk.

Kaboom!

The dragon’s breath, strong enough to pierce the sky, swept through the land near the stable first, forming a sea of flames as if to block any escape routes.

The wyvern’s breath quickly turned a part of the city into a hellish inferno and then twisted its path toward the stable Khan had hidden in.

Just as the clanging noises ceased.

Bang─!

“Kiiiik…!”

Instead of its breath, a scream escaped the wyvern’s mouth.

Even with its excellent vision, it was of no use.

A spear, thrown with beast-like intuition, flew like a beam of light, piercing through the building’s roof and penetrating the wyvern’s thin wing membrane.

Relying solely on his senses, Khan pinpointed the wyvern’s position and threw the spear just before its breath engulfed the stable, inflicting damage and significantly altering the path of the breath.

Such wild, beastly instincts.

It seemed as though he was born to roam the battlefield, demonstrating such impressive combat instincts.

‘I was aiming for its torso, though…’

Nevertheless, the outcome was unsatisfying.

Even as he managed to make at least an effective injury with the spear throw, the wyvern twisted its body to dodge while releasing its breath, proving it wasn’t going down easily. Khan’s lips twisted in a smirk as he emerged through the wall of the stable.

All around him, every path was engulfed in flames.

But mere traces left by the breath could not hinder the charge of a barbarian, unless the flames were imbued with mana.

Whoosh! Boom─!

Wielding the draupnir and the sheath of the magic sword in his hands, he swirled them around, dispelling the wall of fire left by the breath.

Even though the tremendous heat reddened his skin, it wasn’t enough to impede him in battle.

‘As long as I don’t die!’

If there was one major lesson Khan learned since being possessed in the accursed Midland, it was that a human body is surprisingly resilient.

Surviving nights bare-bodied in the icy ravines called by some as nature’s miracles, adapting to the cold, quenching the hunger with snow almost equivalent to permafrost, sustaining on the blood of goblins venomous enough to be toxic, wrestling with the sirhol wolves capable of killing tigers with ease, and still, Khan did not perish despite being bruised all over.

In other words, mere burns couldn’t slow down a barbarian’s stride.

‘Truth be told, it doesn’t seem like a human’s, but rather a barbarian’s body is unbelievably resilient.’

Khan suppressed the smirk breaking on his face and ran towards the tower located at the city’s center.

Inhaling the scorching heat left by the wyvern’s breath, and using the leap skill repeatedly, his breathing became ragged, but still, his legs moved forward.

That was enough.

‘No, more than enough.’

He could sense the wyvern hurrying after him from behind.

There was no need to look; his enhanced senses, boosted along with his stamina stat, were fully operational in this extreme situation.

Calculating the distance to the central tower and the speed at which the wyvern was closing in on him, Khan opened the Aecharis Pouch in a fleeting moment.

Clink─.

The chains obtained from Ron in Al-Ranzas, especially crafted with a mage’s spell to enhance their function, meant to tether even a warhorse where ordinary means would fail.

And a massive mass designed to bring a dragon down to the ground.

Finally, all the preparations to pull the wyvern down to earth were complete.
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Chapter 060: Wyvern Extermination (3)

“I’ll go ahead.”

“What?! What are you talking about!”

“We can’t all die like this.”

Ron put Jan carefully on the ground and firmly grasped the iron hammer.

“It’s not like I want to die either. I’m doing this because I believe somehow I can survive. Doesn’t my past career tell you anything?”

“But still, this is…!”

Yes, I feel less confident this time.

With that self-deprecating joke held only within himself, Ron pushed the hesitating Jan away. Even though Jan might seem naive, being a mage after all, he would certainly end up doing as Ron said.

‘How long can I hold them back…? I want to at least buy a few minutes. That would let me escape more at ease.’

Facing tens, hundreds of monsters was the task at hand.

No matter how high-level skills of the pathfinder type Ron had, surviving was virtually impossible.

Ron knew this fact better than anyone.

“Sigh….”

To be honest-

He would rather choose the path where he had the highest chance of survival and flee. Yet, it was his stubborn belief, or call it principle, that kept his feet rooted here.

‘At least having one foolish mercenary wouldn’t be too bad, right?’

That’s how he had lived his entire life.

Initially, it was nothing more than acting out the part of a ‘mercenary with a conscience’ to compensate for his lack of skill.

He was just a country boy who foolishly headed to the city to become a mercenary, without the talent for wielding weapons like Maya or the innate talent for magic like Jan.


Of course, it was a mistake made without understanding the nature of an industry where looking weak meant being eaten alive.

As a result.

He was betrayed several times by those he thought were his comrades. Fortunately, thanks to his incredible survival instincts that he had since then, he stubbornly lived on.

Even after surviving, Ron didn’t stop acting.

A mercenary who never betrays.

With such a nickname, Ron made a name for himself in the industry, and later on, he made significant progress in his skills as well by learning combat techniques using the iron hammer from a barbarian friend he met on the battlefield.

That’s why he went about touting himself as ‘Ron Ironhammer’ wherever he went. It could be seen as compensating for the inferiority complex he had for the past half of his life.

‘Huh. I thought tagging along with the barbarian dude this time might fetch me something, but now all I’m left with is facing death.’

Overreaching his grasp. That’s how Ron calmly accepted his death.

“Ah…! I’m going to get scolded so badly by my mentor!”

“Jan?”

Thinking Jan must have already fled, Ron turned to see Jan advancing forward with his hands trembling and clutching a necklace with a gray gem embedded in it.

“If you ever meet my mentor, you must tell him it was really unavoidable. Promise me that!”

Before Ron could ask what he meant, the gem on the necklace cracked, and nearby Ron involuntarily rubbed his goosebump-ridden neck.

The mana storm that erupted around Jan was so immense that even Ron, who was not sensitive to mana, felt chills.

GROOOWWW──.

Soon, Jan gestured with his hands.

As if his fingertips were the conductor’s baton, the mana storm began shaping into a certain form, causing Ron to instinctively step back to create a distance.

‘This is……!’

A sense of pressure he had felt before. Recently at that—.


“Get back…!”

Halting his thoughts, Ron immediately started running and glanced back only to move his head slightly.

ROOOAAAR─!

Above the pathway where the monsters were advancing, a gray sphere expanded its massive presence, and the monsters that realized the anomaly tried to escape in panic.

However, it was too late by then.

That’s the nature of the spell.

One of the high-ranking offensive spells of the Gray Tower that crushes everything in its range—

‘Collapse!’

The Collapse spell, which had wiped out a Named minion of Darkin in a single blow during Darkin Subjugation, was now manifested by the hands of the tower’s young prodigy.

“By the gods, unbelievable…”

Dozens of beasts were crushed beyond recognition, and the monsters attempting to change their path too late were systematically turned into flesh pieces.

This is why a proper mage could be a calamity in a large-scale battle.

To a real mage, numerical disadvantage was utterly meaningless.

“Jan, you! Were you such a great mage… Jan?!”

“Cough!”

As the sizable monster horde visibly reduced, an exhilarated Ron shouted out, then stiffened his expression upon seeing Jan vomiting blood.

“My level couldn’t normally cast that spell… It was prepared by my mentor for when my life is truly in danger…. You must keep this a secret, okay?”

“Of course, it goes without saying. Thank you. I owe you my life.”

“I won’t be able to cast spells for a while. So now is the chance to….”

“Don’t say anything; I know!”


Ron carefully hoisted the collapsed body of Jan and started to run.

Wondering whether to leave his cherished Dwarven-made iron hammer to gain speed, he then felt lighter.

“Hurry up. We can still make it in time if we go now!”

“If we block it at the city gate, it will be much easier!”

Elena cast a blessing, and Maya, as if volunteering to take the rear, drew her spear.

Either way. They were all determined to overcome this situation together.

Ron felt a twinge in his nose but tried not to show it. Instead, he harbored a thought. With them together, they might truly overcome this challenge and kill the wyvern.

CRASH──! CRACKLE CRACK──!!

“Ah! What in the world…!”

“Ahead! The city is…”

Ron’s mouth dropped open. Jan showed no less astonishment, and Maya, her eyes aflame with zeal, stared at Al-Rasdel.

“As expected. The Goddess was not wrong…!”

And Elena let out a scream of ecstasy.

In the distance.

Al-Rasdel, a major city boasting its grandeur in the North, had maintained its form despite the city’s downfall due to internal strife.

Koo-goo-goo-goo…!!!

Stirring up a sandstorm that seemed to reach the skies –

“Boss, what on Earth are you doing…!”

It was crumbling, unrecognizable from its original form.

*

*

*

In wyvern hunting, there’s one thing of utmost importance.

“Kuh…!”

Bang—!!

That is to limit its nearly cheating level of mobility. A simple, yet virtually impossible condition.

“Kieek!”

Crack-crack-crack!

The wyvern’s claws, descending rapidly, tear the road to shreds.

Naturally, the spot where Khan had just been standing was included.

Rolling on the ground, Khan quickly regains his stance, holding a dwarf-made hand axe in front like a shield.

Immediately, a gut-wrenching impact hits, sending Khan flying backward.

Thud-!

Khan slammed into the central tower, spat out saliva, and then, without any preparations, launched a spear pulled from Aecharis’s pouch.

The thrown spear, faster than any arrow, was dodged as the wyvern raised its altitude.

“Damn. That’s damn annoying.”

Its mobility was forcing Khan into a purely defensive position.

If he were a mage filled with long-range attacks or a warrior with overwhelming speed and utility skills, it might have been a different story.

Khan didn’t have that luxury.

All he could do was smash, cleave, and throw.

“Kieek!”

Even his throwing skills had no effect on it.

Having been hit once by a throw in the stable, the creature was on high alert; it never stayed in one place.

Whoooosh! Zeeek—!

The wyvern flew past, whipping its tail like a lash.

This time, Khan met the attack head-on, but the impact pushed his body backward.

“Damn. What a cheat.”

Cursing, Khan retrieved his magic sword, feeling the shock travel through his arm.

Its hard scales deflecting even a careless strike, a strength that could easily mock even formidable trolls, and the overwhelming mass born from its great size and incredible speed.

Certainly, Khan’s strength was beyond human, no doubt.

The problem was, the wyvern was the same. After all, it was a creature left by a dragon.

‘Of course, wyverns are not just any leftovers, but at least a nail clipping of one.’

Simply put, Khan’s only real advantage, his brute strength, was useless against it.

Unlike Darkin, who foolishly attempted a head-on fight while entranced by his own power as a dragonkin, it was also a cunning hunter.

“Kieek. Kek!”

The wyvern circled around Khan, letting out a sound that resembled mockery, recognizing it had the upper hand.

It seemed to plan on repeating similar, baiting attacks to whittle down Khan’s stamina.

“Let’s see how long you’ll swagger about…!”

Thump!

Khan’s figure ascends diagonally, closely watching the wyvern’s movements and then leaping into its flight path.

The wyvern, as if mocking him, flaps its wings and opens its jaws wide.

Its throat pulsates, indicating it intends to knock Khan down with a fireball.

“Shut your mouth—!”

“Kieek?” The wyvern was visibly startled by the sudden war cry. The taunt effect forcibly concentrated its senses on Khan.

Of course, the moment was fleeting.

‘That’s enough!’

Shrrring!

In that brief gap, Khan focused and opened Aecharis’s pouch.

What he took out was a very long chain with stakes attached to both ends.

Sensing an instinctual threat, the wyvern hurriedly changed direction to distance itself from Khan, cleverly aiming for the central tower, a massive obstacle.

Bang!

Using a throwing skill, Khan hurls the stake he was holding.

Without looking back, the wyvern effortlessly dodged by folding its wings and reducing its altitude sharply.

‘I knew it. Damn lizard.’

It was expected. A creature with even a bit of intelligence wouldn’t neglect the use of a visible, robust obstacle.

Crack! Slaying.

The stout stone tower, erected to prove the city’s grandeur, is deeply penetrated by the thrown iron stake. Probably, even if several strong men attacked it, it wouldn’t budge.

Not stopping there, Khan threw the remaining stake with all his might, concealing his intention until unleashing at maximum speed—!

Shrrring! Thuck!

“Kieeek—!!”

The stake specially forged to capture Al-Rasdel’s rampaging military horse goes through the wyvern’s scales and deep into its flesh.

As the wyvern screams almost pitifully, trying to remove the stakes embedded in its body, Khan clicked his tongue at its stubbornness to not come down. A damn lizard, indeed.Clang. Clang!

“Screech…!”

Spotting the iron stake connected to a chain, the creature’s eyes lit up.

True to its intelligence, uncharacteristic of a wyvern, it had found a way to remove the stake impaled in its back.

Shrrrrring!

The creature flew in the opposite direction of the central tower, intending to pull out the stake by stretching the chain to its limit. All the while, it zigzagged through the air as if to dodge any throw from Khan.

Regrettably, Khan had no intention of throwing anything else. What damage could a measly little spike do after all that time?

Swoosh.

Suddenly, Khan, standing beneath the central tower, picked up an axe imbued with divine energy.

He positioned himself as if he were about to split wood.

“Let the game of Jenga begin, you bastard!”

Now, it was a race against time. Khan’s muscles screamed in agony as he axed down the central tower with all his might.

Boom……!

The base of the tower was deeply gouged.

To any onlooker, it seemed as if an ogre had rampaged through, given the depth of the damage.

But it wasn’t enough.

Inhaling deeply, Khan’s muscles grotesquely swelled, and he swung his axe at the tower again and again.

Boom─! Boom─! Boom─!

The entire city of Al-Rasdel resonated with the thunderous noise several times over. Yet, the tower didn’t budge.

The wyvern, seemingly mocking this futile effort, had already removed the stake.

Boom…! Boom…!

And then, the energy began to fade.

Having already used his leap and throw skills more than ten times in the battle against the wyvern, Khan was significantly exhausted.

Without the recent acquisition of the Vessel of Greed and Draupnir’s buff, he would have been utterly drained long ago.

“This too.”

He had anticipated this, even regulated his energy consumption to reach complete exhaustion at this moment.

Khan did not stop axing, intent on draining every last bit of his strength. Soon, his limits were reached…

An overwhelming sense of fatigue came over him, his knees beginning to buckle.

[Indomitable Will (A) – 01%]

─Upon reaching a state of combat incapacity, one overcomes it with Indomitable Will. Ignores stamina consumption and continues combat for a certain period.

The activation of the skill seemingly rewound time, restoring his body to its prime condition.

Or so the skill made it seem.

It was the moment he had been waiting for.

Khan activated his ultimate skill.

[Surging Power]

Everything before him became hazy.

This was his first use of the Surging Power since leveling up. A nearly omnipotent strength filled the hands of a mortal.

That very moment, Khan felt a gaze upon him.

The gaze, as if it had been watching Khan the whole time, conveyed an inexplicable emotion before disappearing like an illusion.

Who was the owner of that gaze? And what was the emotion conveyed at the end? The thought briefly crossed his mind, but Khan, holding the axe tightly, swung it with all his might.

Crash───!!!

A thunderbolt struck right before him, splitting the world in two in Khan’s vision.

As the Indomitable Will expired, a dreadful sense of weakness took over Khan’s body.

Frozen in the posture of his swing, Khan staggered backward and flopped down, merely managing to glance at the miracle he had performed and grinned.

“Try dodging this, damn lizard.”

The central tower, leaving not even a trace behind, toppled just as Khan had. Its direction was predetermined.

Toward the wyvern, busily pulling at the chain to remove the iron stake.

Watching the wyvern futilely attempt to dodge the crashing tower, Khan let out a triumphant laugh, only to suddenly wear a concerned expression.

“Hope nobody asks me to foot the bill for this.”

He imagined the uproar the Argon royal family or the city’s heirs would cause, demanding him to take responsibility. Considering the abysmal nature of these medieval nobles, it was a very realistic future.

“…If anyone asks, I’ll say the Goddess of Justice made me do it.”

With that thought, Khan turned away from the reality of the situation.

That day.

One-third of Al-Rasdel, a major city in the north, was completely destroyed by the hands of a barbarian.

Later, a surveyor testified that astronomical sums, numerous mages, and at least thousands of laborers would need to be employed for years for the city to regain its functionality—

A catastrophic destruction that would be recorded in the kingdom’s history.

*

*

*

[Level Up!]

[Level 25 -> 26]

[Strength: 60 -> 62] +1

[Agility: 33 -> 34] +2

[Stamina: 35 -> 36] +6

[Intelligence: 2]

[Act 2, Where the Dragon’s Trace Lies Buried]

─Failure results in the fall of the Argon Kingdom. Acceleration of the Great Barrier’s erosion. Subsequent scenario difficulty increases.

[Minimum clearance condition achieved.]

─First discovery and extermination of a dragon’s trace completed.

─Reward varies according to additional achievements.

─Current achievement rate, 33.3%

─Remaining entities: ???, ???
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061. The Hidden Entity (1)

It was essentially a bombardment of monstrous mass. Would this be what it feels like if an apartment collapsed and struck the ground?

The tower, having just broken free from its chains, descended upon the wyvern attempting to flee and smashed down, colliding with the ground.

Boom─! Crashing sounds echoed!

An unimagusnable roar, accompanied by vibrations that shook the ground, enveloped Khan, who was crouched on the floor.

Already muffled, his ears seemed to break entirely as the world’s sounds vanished, and his battered body couldn’t withstand the aftermath, tumbling around for quite a while.

“Damn… it!”

After his indomitable will was released, all Khan could do, given his physical condition, was grit his teeth against the pain that pummeled his body.

It was only thanks to a slight boost in stamina upon leveling up that he was even able to curl up at all.

Thud! Thud! Crash─!

Even amidst this chaos, there were buildings unscathed by the collapse of the tower.

It was probably one of those that stopped his fall by hitting his back against something hard. Always a mess after a fight…!

In the midst of the confusion, Khan calmed his mind with curses and abruptly lifted his head.

“Oh…”

It was the first thing the perpetrator said upon witnessing the disaster he caused.

The collision with the tower had not only shattered buildings but also the ground itself, unable to withstand the impact, had completely collapsed, making it seem as if the remnants of the tower had burrowed into the earth.

“Going to be a hell of a job cleaning this up,” Khan thought, groaning as he slowly picked himself up.

Ouch.

Just touching the ground briefly made his hands, joints, and various parts of his body scream out in pain, as if threatening him to lie back down immediately.

“It’s not the time to stay down.”


Thankfully, unlike after the previous Darkin subjugation, he hadn’t lost his weapon.

Praising himself for instinctively pocketing his equipment, Khan coughed up blood.

“Ugh, damn. Got sand in my mouth.”

“Feels like I chewed on some rocks, too.”

Lucky the barbarian has sturdy teeth. In a world without dentists, losing a tooth could be a disaster.

With a feeble joke, Khan headed towards where he presumed the wyvern’s corpse would be.

He wasn’t going to confirm its death. The experience points received had already confirmed the wyvern’s demise.

“It’d be nice to retrieve the corpse.”

The wyvern’s body was a rare material that could fetch a high price anywhere.

If one had connections with a skilled blacksmith, crafting high-grade equipment was possible, and if one knew mages from the mage’s tower, requesting magical tool crafting or selling it at an incredibly high price was feasible.

To be honest, crafting just one axe from the wyvern’s bone would have been enough. If Jerome could inscribe it with a spell, and if somehow he could convince the Goddess of Justice to bless it again…

“It would have been nice…”

Khan, estimating the location where the wyvern was buried, dropped his gaze.

The ground, sunken in from the impact of the collision with the tower, was in no state for him to find anything.

“It’s going to be a nightmare trying to find it.”

Since he couldn’t muster the courage to start in his current state, Khan had no choice but to turn back, clicking his tongue.

“Guess I’ll have to try finding it later.”

It was essentially an admission of defeat.

For now, the fact that he had leveled up was encouraging enough. More importantly, the immediate task was to investigate the hidden entity behind the appearance of this wyvern and the basilisk.

There were clues.


The guy who was the guard captain in Al-Ranzas. Digging into him could yield some leads. Even if that mess had killed him, questioning Perran, the baron and mayor of Al-Ranzas, should do.

If he installed that suspicious man in the position of guard captain, he must know something.

“…First, I have to return to Al-Ranzas.”

The thought of trekking back to Al-Ranzas with a body in tatters forced Khan to swallow a rising sigh and turn his head.”Boss…! Are you alright?! If you are, answer me…!”

“Warrior─! If you’re dead, at least let us know─!”

“That damned mage son of a…”

Khan found himself pondering how to punish this psychopath, but without realizing, he suddenly slumped to the ground. His fading vision blurred, but he could vaguely see his companions rushing towards him in a panic.

‘Ah, it’s been a while since this happened.’

Seeing the faces of his companions, did he feel relieved? He couldn’t resist the overwhelming fatigue any longer. Though he tried to fight it, Khan didn’t bother holding on.

“Boss! Boss…!”

And then, everything went black.

* * *

“In Midland, trust no one,” was a phrase he used to repeat like a mantra. It was unimagusnable back then.

The thought hit him as soon as he opened his eyes.

‘I’ve gotten too lenient.’

It seemed laughable now, the notion of considering everyone merely as travel companions.

Despite being exhausted, the mere sight of his companions had him sprawling out immediately. Khan wondered if something had gone wrong with his brain as he slowly propped himself up.

‘I need to be more careful next time.’

If he were to be taken by surprise in this state, there’d be no returning to Earth or anything else.

It was an exception for Khan, who never truly rested unless he was sure of his safety or there was no one around, and at the same time, a mistake that made him chastise himself.


Was it the aftermath of using his indomitable will, or because he had exerted himself while dazed and rolled around…?

‘It seems like my condition is nearly perfect, but…’

Something felt off in his body. He could move, but his joints and muscles felt stiff.

Leaning against the bed’s headboard and checking his condition, Khan squinted at the unexpected weight he felt.

“Why is this one here…?”

He had been wondering why his lower body felt heavy, only to find curly dark brown hair sprawled beside his legs.

It was Elena, the girl destined to become the Goddess’s Scale.

‘What’s with this situation?’

Was she sent to watch over him on behalf of the Goddess? The half-dazed thought was as far as he got.

Khan was about to shake Elena awake but then retracted his hand.

Instead, he just moved his head to inspect the room he had fallen asleep in, noticing its familiar structure and appearance.

‘This is the Al-Ranzas convent.’

Given its striking resemblance to Berta’s room he had seen before, it was surely no coincidence.

The question was how he ended up here.

Considering that he had last passed out in Al-Rasdel, he must have been unconscious and slept straight through for several days…

“Shit, I can’t do this a second time.”

Khan experienced firsthand the backlash of using an A-grade skill while in the state of indomitable will. The excessive physical stats were part of the issue too.

“…Ah.”

“What, are you awake?”

“Ah… You’re awake!”

At Khan’s muttering, Elena stirred a few times before waking up.

Her face was far too radiant to believe she was a girl from a remote convent, albeit it looked quite haggard at the moment. Khan felt an indescribable discomfort and scratched the back of his head.

“How long was I unconscious?”

“You came back to Al-Ranzas last night… Given it’s daytime now, you’ve been asleep for roughly four days straight. Actually, it’s a miracle. Your initial condition… you looked like a troll had pummeled and discarded you.”

“That’s quite the interesting comparison.”

“I’m not joking, this is serious. Your stamina was severely weakened to the point where there was no way to treat it. It was a big problem.”

Before Elena, who was explaining just how terrible her physical condition was with an ostensibly angry expression, Khan could only grimace, barely nodding.

“Still, your physique is remarkable. Like a knight who has strengthened their body with aura, or a paladin who has transformed their body with holy power. In some ways, it’s even superior.”

Strength was indeed overwhelmingly impressive. Swallowing those words, Khan, having fully risen from his bed, stretched himself out and said,

“Let’s discuss what’s wrong with my body later… I’d like to know more about the situation.”

“Um… If I were to only tell you about the recent events, Al-Ranzas was caught in turmoil as well. Suddenly, monsters attacked, and the western wall has completely collapsed…”

It seems monsters that broke free from control upon a wyvern’s death had run rampant. With this analysis in mind, Khan attentively listened to Elena’s continued explanation.

“The guard captain. His body disappeared?”

“It’s uncertain whether it really disappeared or if it was trampled by monsters to the point of being unrecognizable. After you headed towards the wyvern and Al-Rasdel, I knocked him out and followed.”

“…It’s safe to assume he’s dead, then.”

Although a nagging discomfort lingered, the circumstances left no room for other conclusions.

How could a human, knocked unconscious, survive and escape in the midst of an advancing army of over a hundred monsters?

It would be reasonable to assume that the body was either completely crushed underfoot by the monsters or devoured by them in their hunger.

“Since Maya said she’d request the Count Perran to search for him, we should have some conclusion. After all, it was he who insisted on assigning the guard captain to our party, so he’ll search thoroughly, won’t he?”

“Dealing with the aftermath of the monster attack and searching for the traitor. That man’s got his work cut out for him.”

“Hmph. It’s all his own fault! What if he had tried to harm me?”

‘To overpower him so easily and have the audacity to say that…’

Nonetheless, this spirited young woman wasn’t entirely wrong.

After all, it was the Count himself who had coerced the guard captain into their party, serving as a guide and watchdog.

Moreover, if Khan had not hunted the wyvern, Al-Ranzas would have either been in ruins or engulfed in flames.

Naturally, taking care of this tiresome matter was rightly his duty.

“Alright. Let’s not talk about whether that guy died or somehow managed to escape. Rather, it’s about the wyvern.”

As seriousness seeped into Khan’s tone, even the chatty Elena calmly waited for what was to come.

“That wyvern. It was somewhat different from the wyverns I know of. As if its intelligence was awkwardly enhanced…”

“Well, of course. It wasn’t a regular monster, but a bizarre being, something shoved into an empty shell.”

Empty shell. The word from Elena’s mouth sparked interest in Khan. Draupnir, currently in the Aecheris’ Pouch, had said the same thing upon seeing the wyvern.

“About this ’empty shell.’ What exactly do you mean?”

“Exactly as I said. It lacked something that all living beings inherently possess. Or perhaps it’s better to say, it was replaced by something else….”

“Replaced? By what.”

“The soul.”

The answer exceeded Khan’s imagination. The soul?

“After the wyvern appeared, the goddess bestowed upon me her power. You’ve seen Aries’s power, right? The sense of smell that can track the traces of dark magic. In my case, it’s the ‘eyes’ that can peer into souls. When I used these eyes on the wyvern, I saw something utterly bizarre. Hmm… How should I put it.”

Carefully selecting her words, Elena then clapped her hands.

“Something made by kneading a soul like clay… Would that make it easier to understand?”

It was a very perplexing expression, but Khan roughly grasped the context.

‘They were messing around with such nonsense. Followers of Truth….’

They were extracting souls from ‘living corpses’ and conducting some sort of experiment.

But to directly manipulate a soul, insert it into a dragon, and control that dragon?

Even in the game, the Followers of Truth had never handled such a bizarre spell. This was undeniably a variable introduced by Khan’s and Tilly’s involvement in the official history.

And replicating magic swords that wielded powers similar to Draupnir as part of the experiment was also part of their plan.

It was impossible to imagine what end result these experiments would yield.

However, Khan felt a surge of motivation.

A bizarre spell that extracts an already residing soul and inserts a different one.

Doesn’t it closely relate to someone who was a completely normal modern person before possessing a barbarian of Midland?

‘I must see what sort of absurdity they’re up to.’

TL’s Corner:

To clarify, Ron calls hyung in the raw out of respect. But I translated it to boss to make it sound more western.

Who the fuck is Tilly? Is she also a transmigrator?

We know she betrayed Khan, but what is their relationship?

I think it was mentioned that she was the dark mage of Loren or something. Maybe I’m wrong.
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Chapter 062. The Hidden Entity (2)

“Really… I wish I could just throw everything aside and go enjoy a vacation in the south.”

Ahem- Ahem-

As Lord Perran’s genuine feelings slipped out, forgetting even his dignity, the city’s administrative officials and the guard captain, among other middle-aged men with their respective duties, coughed awkwardly as if demonstrating with their whole bodies that they hadn’t heard anything.

‘Useless old men.’

Lord Perran clicked his tongue at the behavior of his retainers.

It would have been understandable if they had at least scolded him to maintain his dignity. Look at them, pretending to be mute just to hold their positions. How was he supposed to accomplish anything with such people-.

“…Tsk. So, what has happened regarding the Al-Rasdel affair? Lieutenant.”

“It’s… well, it’s complicated to explain.”

Lord Perran’s eyes narrowed in dissatisfaction.

Already swamped with work, he was not pleased with the lieutenant’s evasive behavior.

It wasn’t just the lieutenant’s issue. Most of the staff assisting him seemed unsatisfactory in Lord Perran’s eyes. He wished he could dismiss them all, but….

‘Regrettably, I need these incompetents for the city to function.’

After all, to assist in the city’s affairs, one needed to be literate, and literate commoners were exceedingly rare.

In the fertile southern lands of the kingdom, it might be different, but finding a commoner who was both quick-witted and literate in the barren north was almost impossible.

“I’ll be the judge of how understandable it is, just explain.”

“Yes! According to reports, the connecting tunnels to Al-Rasdel are filled with demon corpses. The numbers are said to exceed those that attacked Al-Ranzas….”

“At least a hundred or two hundred, then.”

“Yes. The one who sent the information speculated it could be the work of a group of barbarian….”

Lord Perran, stifling the lieutenant with a fist before he could finish, fell into thought.


‘Such a number of demons, overcome by merely six…. No, if you exclude the girl from the monastery and the traitor, then four. Does that mean, four of them somehow broke through over a hundred demons, dispatching every attacker?’

Monsters secretly contracted by the Argon Kingdom’s Mercenary Guild’s head… a mercenary party centered around barbarian of the Frost Gorge, comparable to golden badge mercenaries.

‘Abbess Berta had taken great effort to deal with that barbarian. And she was the Deputy Commander of the Paladin Order…. I thought he was capable, but to this extent.’

Moreover, that barbarian was highly suspected to be controlling the demon army, which might include a dragon.

Details would be clearer once the investigative team sent to Al-Rasdel returned, but Lord Perran suspected the dragon to be a disaster at least on par or below that of an ogre.

Meaning, that barbarian had fought such a monster and returned unscathed….

‘Hard to believe. With just a handful of people….’

“Sir, Mayor. I apologize, but there is something you must hear….”

“What is it?”

The lieutenant, gathering his courage under Lord Perran’s deep contemplation, raised his voice.

“That, that is… according to the investigative team, there’s a high possibility that there wasn’t just one dragon, but two….”

The lieutenant winced under the lord’s cold gaze, knowing all too well how absurd his own words sounded. Had it not been emphasized as a critical issue in the investigative report, he might have dismissed it as seeing things.

However, Lord Perran’s reaction was unexpected.

“Explain that part in detail.”

“Yes, y-yes…!”

As the lord pressed for an explanation, it was as if sparks flew from his eyes, taking the lieutenant’s reports more seriously than expected.

“That… Outside Al-Rasdel’s outer walls, in the meadow, there were dozens of beast-type demon corpses, crushed as if by a giant. Among them, a giant lizard corpse that the barbarian are thought to have vanquished as well….”

“That would be the dragon. Maya, the head of the guild had requested their recovery. And then?”

“And, Al-Rasdel has….”

Collapsed, according to the lieutenant. The air in the meeting room turned icy.


Collapsed? Al-Rasdel? The prosperous city where despite internal strife and pillagers, the foundations remained intact?

“What nonsense is that?”

“Exactly as I said. According to the investigative report, half of Al-Rasdel was so badly damaged it could no longer function as a city….”

The lieutenant laid bare everything he found in the report without omission.

The central tower, virtually a landmark of Al-Rasdel, had fallen, causing a collapse in the ground, destroying a third of the city beyond recognition, and the sewage system had backed up, covering the entire city in filth, rendering recovery almost impossible – an inconceivable series of reports.”……”

“……”

The entire conference room was enveloped in silence. The lieutenant involuntarily gulped down his saliva, feeling intimidated under the ferocious gaze of Count Perran.

“Although it was written that a detailed report would be submitted after the return… it likely pertains to traces of a battle with another entity, a dragon, according to the speculative opinion of the investigation team…”

“How absurd.”

“I… I’m sorry…!”

“Not to you, I wasn’t referring to you.”

What’s absurd is not you but the content of the report. Count Perran thought this but didn’t voice it out loud, instead tapping his desk gently.

‘I wondered why they hadn’t provided detailed information, but there appears to be a reason.’

Count Perran had mulled over the report from his investigative team numerous times.

A single one of these monsters, a dragon, would surely be a tremendous disaster.

But it wasn’t just one; there were two, and furthermore, the aftermath of their battle had completely destroyed the large city of Al-Rasdel.

What does it mean to emerge victorious from such a battle, and to return unscathed…?

‘This is madness.’

Depending on whose mouth the information comes from, its reliability can vary.

Had the barbarian who returned to the city given the same account, the Count would have doubted them first, suspecting that they were exaggerating their achievements to claim a reward.


However, since the investigative team sent by the Count himself included such opinions in their report, it must be taken as near fact.

This group of barbarian, with a handful of members, had penetrated through an army of hundreds of magical beasts to successively slay two dragons.

‘A handful being equivalent to an army… formidable elites indeed.’

“The real disaster may not be the dragons but, possibly, that person.”

“Pardon? What do you mean by that…?”

“Never mind. That’s enough of the report. Whether the investigation team returns or the person in question speaks, it’s not the time to draw conclusions.”

You may leave. Massaging his throbbing head, Count Perran waved his hand to dismiss everyone, needing time alone to organize his thoughts.

However, as the retainers left, a soldier entered, cautiously approaching with a message.

“There’s someone who wishes to see you?”

Count Perran was about to scold the soldier, seeing as the situation was practically akin to wartime. With the constant threat of magical beast attack, was he expected to accommodate some unknown individual?

“That barbarian… the one you instructed us to keep a close watch on…”

“Bring him at once. After escorting him, make sure no one enters the conference room.”

“Yes!”

Ignoring his subordinate’s salute, Count Perran straightened his clothes.

His reaction was completely different from the past when he reprimanded the barbarian who barged into the convent.

It couldn’t be helped. Regardless of how the battle was fought, he was about to meet a monster who alone caused the downfall of a great city.

Only after ensuring he was presentable did Count Perran settle himself in a chair prepared for the guest, maintaining composure as he awaited his meeting with the walking disaster.

*

*

*

“You’ve arrived. Take a seat.”

“Hmm?”

Khan, guided by a soldier and entering a room with a long round table, tilted his head in curiosity.

“I thought another surprise meeting would be out of the question, given the ‘time is gold’ principle and the current turmoil.”

“Hardly. It would be poor form to neglect a hero who saved the city.”

“Hmm. Is that so?”

Khan shrugged and pulled a chair to sit down casually, ending up directly facing Count Perran.

“First, I must express my gratitude. But given the circumstances, I can’t help but ask the main question directly. There must be a reason you’ve come to see me despite losing consciousness?”

“You’re quick to grasp things, which is good.”

Smiling as if pleased, Khan immediately delved into the heart of the matter.”I heard Maya has explained the general situation. So, you’ve heard about the Guard Captain’s story as well?”

“Indeed. It’s regrettable about him. I thought his skills would be of help, so I had him placed there, but to think he was a traitor.”

“Well, who can truly know what’s in a person’s heart? There were no actual victims, and I have no intention of making a fuss over it.”

“I appreciate your magnanimity. If this isn’t about reprimanding me for my mistake… do you need information on him?”

Khan nodded in agreement.

‘Certainly, a quick-thinking individual.’

“I suspect the one I’m looking for is connected to that bastard. If there’s anything you know, I’d like to hear it. I understand he was recently assigned to this position… is that correct?”

“That’s correct. With the fall of several cities in the north, many capable individuals have flowed into this place… Al-Ranzas. He was one of them. Acknowledged for his silent nature and exceptional swordsmanship, he was appointed to the position. Even by my own reckoning, it was a rather bold personnel decision. Part of the intention was to show off.”

It seemed they wanted to advertise that the city values skills over background. Not a bad idea. The problem was that the example they chose harbored ill intentions as a traitor.

“Of course, we’ve completed various necessary investigations. Where he originally came from, what he did… if there’s a possibility he’s a spy sent from another city… within reason, of course.”

Considering he was appointed as the Guard Captain, it meant there was nothing particularly suspicious about him. Unless…

‘He hid his background well enough not to be detected by the baron’s abilities.’

“Name, Yorn. Origin, a rural town on the outskirts of Al-Deseine in central-north. He served in a role similar to a local militia there, and when Al-Deseine’s mayor turned into a living corpse leading to the city’s downfall, he fled the devastated Al-Deseine for here. And it was all confirmed to be true.”

“Al-Deseine?”

Khan was somewhat familiar with the name. It was a rather large city, comparable in size to Al-Rasdel in the north.

‘…As expected.’

He seemed to be seeing a pattern.

Knowing that living corpses were not simply the result of an incurable disease, but the machinations of a group known as the Followers of Truth, allowed for such deduction.

However, more concrete evidence was needed. And this evidence, Khan believed, could well be provided by the materialistic noble before him.

Indeed, considering the baron’s insight, he might have already sensed something off.

Thus, Khan posed another question, a step towards verifying his suspicions.

“…Right. I too felt a sense of unease there.”

“It’s inevitable. When there’s a clear condition that’s visible to the eye.”

“Well, not many would suspect like you do, baron. Putting aside the question of who could freely wield a disease even the gods cannot cure, no one has gained from the situation, have they?”

“Not gained? Are you kidding? There are those whose rivals disappeared due to some mysterious disease, giving them an opportunity to swallow up the land.”

The baron, Perran, seemed to have a realization, his face turning rigid.

“The cities that fell to living corpses were all considered sizable in the north, held by mayors or individuals capable of wielding influence over those cities. And all these cities met similar fates.”

“A civil war…”

Moreover, ‘that person’ was not just interested in eliminating rivals within the north but had also been actively expelling competitors from outside the north.

First, the conflict between Wagner and Picard.

It was an open secret in Argon’s political circles that certain noble factions sought to check the rising Count Wagner by supporting Picard, who was embroiled in a dispute with him.

Picard’s mayor had the Followers of Truth as close aides, explaining the acceptance of an unknown mage for reasons disclosed.

If the supporter had sent the Followers of Truth as so-called aid, rejection wasn’t an option, was it?

Had Count Wagner not freed himself from Draupnir’s influence, he might have fallen entirely to the Followers of Truth.

And then there’s the border town.

The sole mid-way point between the west and north, a place that could rake in enormous profits depending on one’s intentions and project influence all the way to the west.

The former knight-captain of Al-Rasdel rampaging there had a magical sword, a replica of Draupnir’s, and aimed to take over the border town.

The newly emerged lesser dragon was no different. To an individual obsessed with expanding their influence, the Al-Ranzas Convent, under the watchful eye of the Goddess of Justice, was a thorn in their side.

‘Wagner, the border town, the living corpses, the lesser dragon appearing in Al-Rasdel.’

Seen as separate incidents, there seemed to be little connection…

“Bringing all these events together shows there’s one individual standing to gain the most.”

A major noble in the north, one of the families that suffered the most after getting entangled in the royal family’s struggles. According to Khan’s ally in the east, this was an ambitious person ready to turn their blade at any moment.

Moreover, recognized by the Mage Tower for impressive magical talents, resulting in numerous feats on the battlefield.

“Marquis Deillon.”

Khan spoke with conviction.

He was behind all these events.
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“Marquis Deillon… Yes. If it’s Marquis Deillon, he would indeed have the will for it. He considers himself not a citizen of the Argon Kingdom, but a successor to the former Northern Duchy.”

“The Witch of Loren mentioned something similar. She said that his bloodline has been suffering from a kind of nostalgia, almost to the point of madness, for generations.”

“If the dark mage says so, it must be certain. But even if it’s true, who could possibly stop Marquis Deillon? He is a general who led to victory in ten battles, and at the same time, the worst butcher with the highest number of casualties. Additionally, the elite soldiers who have been with the marquis for a long time are considered to be able to compete with those of the royal family.”

Viscount Perran let out a long sigh as he continued.

“This problem isn’t something you or I can solve at our level. It’s something the royal family needs to handle. Nevertheless, the fact that the marquis is aiming for control over the North or even marquis status is an ambition unacceptable from the royal family’s standpoint.”

“The royal family will not intervene. I’ve heard similar things from several sources.”

“Did the Witch of Loren say the same?”

Khan nodded affirmatively.

“Then, it seems we are out of options.”

“Isn’t there an option to unite with other nobles and confront the marquis?”

“That’s impossible. Firstly, the land in the North is too vast, and each city operates almost independently. If Al-Rasdel were intact, it could have served as a center for some action…”

Khan clicked his tongue. So, this was why they targeted Al-Rasdel.

“Above all, we are no longer lords, just mere managers. Acting on behalf of the king, we oversee the city and its surrounding lands. The number of private soldiers we have is not even half of what we used to have, and to properly hire a mage who would be a significant help in war, we’d need the king’s approval.”

Tap- tap- Viscount Perran tapped the desk with his fingertips.

“If the royal family truly cannot intervene in the North, it’s too late to gather forces now. On the other hand, since the marquis recently represented the royal family in battle, the number of elite soldiers he can mobilize is substantial. Besides, it seems he’s even controlling a monster known as lesser dragon, judging by the situation.”

“So, we can’t expect help from other cities?”

“It would be a blessing if they don’t hinder us. In fact, there might be quite a few cities looking to connect with the marquis. After all, the North has always been steeped in feelings of inferiority for being neglected by the royal family.”

It’s not much different for me, thought Viscount Perran, with a bitter smile.

“If the goddess hadn’t watched over the city, I would have quietly switched sides to the marquis.”


The viscount wiped the exhaustion off his face with a few dry washes and said in a stern voice.

“I won’t ask why you’re interested in the turmoil in the North or why you’re getting involved. But I promise you this: if you seek help, I’ll provide the maximum support possible within my means.”

As long as it doesn’t harm Al-Ranzas.

***

***

***

Chuckle.

As Khan recalled the conversation with Viscount Perran, he looked around at the laughing voices nearby.

“Wow…. Look at those muscles. They’re double the size of the mercenaries bragging about their strength. Sister.”

“Shh! I heard that the barbarian’s hobby is folding people from the continent in half. We shouldn’t catch his eye…”

“What do you mean fold people in half? People aren’t flip phones.”

Squeak- Run away!

As Khan glared, the girls from the convent scattered with bursts of laughter.

The dreadful figure of the giant barbarian initially scared them, but now they gathered around, driven by their curiosity about Khan’s unusual physique.

Perhaps it was due to spending the last few days at the convent for recuperation.

Driven by the fervent curiosity characteristic of their age, the young girls showed various interests in Khan.

“Please forgive them. Living with a barbarian they’ve only heard of in stories, they’re naturally curious about many things.”

It was only natural to have numerous conversations with children who didn’t act their age. Elena, with a mature expression, patted the seat beside Khan and then confidently took it for herself.

“How are you feeling, Khan?”

“I’m fine. Strong enough to take down another wyvern.”


“If another monster like that shows up, it’s going to be big trouble, right? The rewards our god has to offer you would just keep increasing.”

“Guess I’ll have to hope for another. I heard the Pantheon Church is quite rich.”

“Hmm… That’s unfamiliar to me. Living half my life in this cramped convent.”

Khan simply sealed his lips at her words, which hinted at a complex story.

While her manner towards Khan had become much more comfortable compared to when they first met, she couldn’t hide the fanaticism within.

Ever since the Goddess of Justice inscribed divinity into the stigmata, the way Elena looked at Khan sometimes felt eerily intense.

What kind of twisted past does a kid in her early twenties have, to look at him with such eyes…?

And it was the same with Aries. There seemed to be many dubious aspects about the criteria the Goddess of Justice used to select his apostles.

It almost seemed like he had a strange penchant for collecting kids with tragic backstories.

“…Anyway, that’s all coming to an end soon. We’ll be leaving the convent before long.”

“That’s right. I’ll get to see the outside world! Ah, where did you say we’re going?”

“Ro-Elpellan.”

A land that once existed under the name Elpellan Duchy, now merely a territory subservient to the Kingdom of Argon.

In Argon, where most nobles managed cities as ‘mayors,’ it was one of the rare lands still in the form of a domain.

And.

“It’s also the land owned by Marquis Deillon.”

Khan gave a meaningful look somewhere and then got up, brushing off his seat.

“We’ll leave as soon as Ron finishes preparing. If you have anyone to say goodbye to, it’s best to do it before that.”

At his words, Elena smiled brightly, replying that she had already finished preparing.

It was two days later that the group’s carriage left Al-Ranzas.


Since they had plenty of supplies from the border town and Khan had separately stored valuable loot, like the basilisk’s corpse, in Aecharis’s pouch, the carriage ran smoothly on the road.

“Viscount Perran. Have to admire the man’s skill. He began to clean up the aftermath immediately, collecting the carcasses of beasts strewn about the road… There must have been a lot of them.”

As they traveled, Ron, who was driving the carriage, murmured in feigned surprise.

It didn’t seem like he expected a response, perhaps just trying to alleviate the boredom of the journey.

“It’s still amazing to me. I never thought I’d face two dragons and be chased by hundreds of monsters in my life. If I hadn’t left the tower, I would never have experienced such things.”

“Heh. I’d say it’s because you’re traveling with Khan. He’s a magnet for events and incidents.”

“Um, well, I’m not sure.”

“No, it’s certain! The biggest adventures of my life have all happened recently. Fighting a corrupted priest, dragon-like mage, meeting dwarves, and now tracking a mysterious group of mages and facing dragons?”

“Corrupted priest? Dragon-like mage? What’s that about?”

With such intriguing topics brought up, Maya couldn’t help but show her curiosity. Ron hummed smugly and after a brief pause, began to boast.

“That was before Miss Maya joined us. Jan was there too, right?”

“That’s right. I came to capture the mage who harmed my fellow disciple, never imagining I’d end up accompanying a warrior like this.”

“Heh. Who knew, right? Sometimes I think, maybe Khan’s adventures could spread like an epic of a ‘great hero.’ Just like those tales, a hero defeating sinister plots alongside allies who join by chance….”

“Ha. If that’s the case, I might just be a supporting role who appears briefly in the introduction and leaves.”

“If you’re considered that much, then I might not even get my name mentioned!”

“Rather than that, tell us more about the corrupted priest and the mage.”

“Do you really want to hear that badly? Hmmph. Not that I can’t tell you!”

Such noisy things.

Khan simply closed his eyes, letting Ron’s nonsensical praises, portraying him as a hero of an epic saga, go in one ear and out the other.

To begin with, the term ‘hero’ was preposterous for a race of barbarian. It just didn’t fit the picture.

‘Heroes are supposed to be slender young men with blond hair, as per the national rule.’

To break such a longstanding, venerable tradition. It was as if they were uncivilized medieval brutes.

However, Khan didn’t seal Ron’s mouth entirely, for he knew that having something to talk about was the best way to alleviate boredom during their journey to Ro-Elpellan.

‘After all, there are things to ponder over…’

That matter was none other than the conundrum concerning the Lord of Ro-Elpellan, the Marquis Deillon.

From the day he began to suspect the truth behind the marquis, Khan has been haunted by the dilemma of whether the marquis was a follower of Truth from the start or if the followers approached him later.

One might ask what difference it made, but to Khan, the distinction was as vast as heaven and earth.

‘If it’s the latter, eliminating the collaborating followers would suffice to achieve my objective…’

If it was the former… he would have no choice but to end things with the marquis himself, by any means necessary.

Despite Khan’s indifference towards the killing of nobles, this case was markedly different.

Should a high-ranking noble such as the Marquis Deillon be murdered by a barbarian, it would undoubtedly shake the entire kingdom to its core.

Even the nobles who opposed him would rise in arms, clamoring for justice for defaming a noble’s honor.

In essence, the entire kingdom would turn hostile.

With numerous knights and soldiers attacking at any given chance, even Khan would find himself in a difficult spot. Not to mention the bounty hunters that would swarm like ants.

‘Tch. But can I really just let this go?’

After all…

‘Taking care of people while worrying about such things isn’t my style.’

A barbarian warrior has his ways. Worrying about the backlash of assassinating a noble can wait until after the deed is done.

If by eliminating the followers of Truth meaningful progress is made, then leaving Argon without much regret wouldn’t be too late.

‘If it comes to it, I could always flee to another marquisry. Well.’

If not, just claim it was a divine mission from the Goddess of Justice. Surely, even he must have some conscience to forgive that much, considering he was the one who issued the task.

Khan wiped away the dilemma that had been troubling him for days. Focusing on the immediate tasks at hand was the right course of action.

‘The sage of the north, was it?’

It was a rumor Neria from the border town had shared with him. The tale of a benevolent mage, known as a sage, helping people all over the northern regions…

Upon hearing this rumor, Khan immediately detected a foul smell.

Of course. A benevolent mage, indeed.

‘Sounds like something a modest elf would say.’

It was obvious that behind the scenes, the individual was either conducting dubious human experiments, assisting Marquis Deillon in scheming something, or engaging in some sort of mischief.

As it happened, the investigation by marquis Perran revealed that the sage was currently staying along their route to Ro-Elpellan. Khan decided to make this mysterious figure their first target of the journey.

‘Let’s see what kind of misdeeds are being committed.’

With certainty, upon arriving in Ro-Elpellan.

Khan and his companions encountered an unexpected situation right at the edge of the town where the sage was said to be staying.

“How dare these arrogant mercenaries target our sage again…!”

“Everyone, take up your weapons! This time, it’s our turn to protect the sage!”

Wait, we haven’t even asked for the sage to come out yet…?

TL’s corner:

Khan casually throwing modern words.
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Despite not having to employ their full expertise, Khan’s group was immediately faced with resistance. Villagers armed with crude farming tools and awkward spears blocked their path, as if they were going to the fields rather than into battle.

“What’s with these people? What have we done to deserve this…?”

“Ha! Just by looking at them, you can tell! Are they not mercenaries here to plunder?!”

“The rumors say this town, blessed by the Sage, is wealthy. No wonder it attracts mercenaries without conscience!”

Their efforts to calm the crowd, even from Ron who sat on the coachman’s seat, fell on deaf ears. Instead, the hostility only seemed to increase as they attempted to surround the carriage.

“What’s going on here?”

The trouble outside compelled the passengers to exit the carriage. A wary Maya grasped her spear as she made her appearance.

“Why are they blocking our way as if they want to kill us…?”

“That woman! She’s armed!”

“It’s certain! They’re here to loot. Prepare for battle!”

Talking to them felt like appealing to a wall. People of varying ages and genders had gathered, glaring with readiness for battle, a sight so hostile it felt alien.

“This might require Boss’s attention, right?”

“That was the plan.”

Thud.

Khan, the last to descend from the carriage, surveyed the surroundings with a neutral gaze.

His stature towering over the average continent dweller and his muscular, barbaric arms were usually enough to intimidate, whether it be battle-hardened mercenaries or arrogant mages.

However, the crowd surrounding the carriage now did not retreat.

“Daring to target the Sage again, you insolent mercenaries!”

“Take up arms! This time, we will protect the Sage ourselves!”


Their advance towards the carriage, undeterred by the presence of a giant barbarian, was determined.

“What do we do, Boss?”

“The answer is obvious.”

Unexpectedly, it was Elena who responded to Ron.

Elena, already winding a flail in her hand, looked poised to smash the townsman’ heads in at any moment.

“Wait, wait!”

Ron, clearly horrified at the proclamation of violence, stood in front of Elena.

“Do you intend to force our way through with violence? Even for us, that’s not right…! Besides, you are a servant of the Goddess of Justice, aren’t you?”

“That’s why. Now, step aside. Anyway… I expected you wouldn’t be up for it. I can handle this myself.”

“It’s not a matter of capability!”

Ron was rendered speechless by this new side of Elena, whom he had only thought of as a cheerful girl. Her gaze, staring back at him, inexplicably sent shivers down his spine.

“Boss! Say something….”

Ron had no one to rely on but Khan.

Though surrounded by roughly fifty townsman, to Khan’s group, they were merely an annoying obstacle.

Contrary to popular belief, Khan was not one to engage with civilians needlessly, likely feeling they weren’t worth the fight. Ron clung to this hope, but—

“Well, it does seem like they need to be dealt with.”

Khan, seemingly ready to crush skulls with his large fists, began to loosen up for the confrontation.

‘Why!’

Ron bit his lip in frustration.

If Elena and Khan took action, a massacre was inevitable.


That wouldn’t be right. To kill and harm simply because they’re an inconvenience would make them no different from the other mercenaries living as human butchers.

“Think again, please!”

Ron pleaded, his tone desperate, prompting Khan to sigh softly, as if annoyed by the misconception of his intentions.

Just as Ron was about to voice his concerns,

“Oh dear, it seems we’re a bit late in welcoming our guests.”

An elderly voice resonated distinctly, startling Ron enough to make him stand up abruptly.

“The Sage!”

“Everyone, step back! The Sage has arrived…”

Upon hearing this, the townsman who had been closing in on the carriage with their makeshift weapons gradually lowered them and stepped back.It was hard to imagine that these were the same people who had previously acted so stubbornly, as if they spoke an entirely different language, now displaying such an unexpectedly docile demeanor.

“Are you the sage?”

“I wouldn’t call myself that, but yes, I’m known by that title.”

The owner of the ancient, gravelly voice appeared as frail as he sounded – an elderly man with a face covered in liver spots, deeply lined with wrinkles. His back was so hunched it was visible even beneath the voluminous folds of his robe, and his wrists seemed as if they might snap at any touch. Without the staff clutched in his hand, walking would likely be an impossible task for him.

To associate this elderly figure with the ‘sage’ from the rumors seemed far-fetched at best. Could a mage, supposedly not reliant on physical strength but barely able to walk, truly be the one aiding others and making a difference?

“Why do we seek you? Can you guess?”

However, Khan did not seem to doubt that the elder was indeed the sage spoken of in rumors.

“Well, not many come to me enveloped in such a dangerous aura, as most are driven by greed… ”

This response from the elder was unusual, to say the least.

“Kek… Well, it doesn’t matter. I welcome you nonetheless. You may not be the guest I was expecting, but I’m not so heartless as to turn you away at the door.”

Despite the menace seemingly dripping from the figure who might have easily torn an orc limb from limb, the elder responded as if he were greeting a pleasantly surprising guest.

“Follow me.”


“Alright.”

“Wait, just a moment. Sir…?!”

Both the elder’s effortless invitation and Khan’s acceptance seemed entirely abnormal to Ron. Indeed, ever since their encounter with the townsman, everything had appeared increasingly bizarre.

The townsman picking fights with terrifying mercenaries, Elena, a nun devoted to the Goddess of Justice, attempting to slaughter others, Khan, who would usually dismiss such matters, preparing to intervene, and now this self-proclaimed sage’s attitude – everything was off.

‘What on earth is going on?’

Despite Ron’s confusion, the group followed the self-proclaimed sage into the town, entering without shedding blood as the townsman, who had seemed ready to risk their lives in opposition, scattered like sheep wandering the fields. Upon entering, they were greeted by new faces.

“Oh, sage!”

“Sage! My health has fully returned thanks to you!”

“After you fixed up the fields, it looks like we’ll have a harvest soon. Thank you, sage!”

The townsman showered the sage with praise and returned to their duties, paying no mind to the newcomers.

To Ron, the scene was filled with discord, as if a crucial piece was missing.

“Yes, yes. Take more care with your bodies next time.”

“It’s all thanks to your efforts, not mine. I merely recited a few spells.”

The sage responded kindly to each of them, further confounding Ron with his benevolent demeanor fitting the rumors of a sage who went around aiding the people.

‘Is this elderly man truly the sage behind the turmoil in the north, affiliated with some nefarious group of mages?’

If true, that was even more perplexing to Ron.

‘How could he brazenly play the savior in front of people, having caused thousands, no, tens of thousands, to lose their homes and families through his actions?’

Could that possibly make sense?

Even if mages were said to lack empathy to the point of psychological disorder, they were still human, bound by some shred of conscience.

‘An evil being.’

Or perhaps an elf from some island or a dark mage. Those kinds of entities, viewing humans as mere livestock, could certainly be capable of such deeds.

“You seem rather impertinent. I let you in as a guest, after all.”

“…!”

Ron staggered backward in shock.

The sage’s hollow eyes were suddenly upon him, closing the gap without a trace of movement, as if folding space itself to stand right before Ron.

“Why the shock? A sage, as rumored, should at least be capable of such a trick, right? Or doesn’t that suit the speech of a barbarian?”

“Even if not a sage, it’s possible. Mages do enjoy their illusions, after all.”

“Kek! Mages, eh? Quite the disparaging term to use in one’s presence. Barbaric, but accurate. Indeed, mages do enjoy their deceptions.”

Accepting the jest with grace, the sage patted Ron’s shoulder lightly and resumed leading the group.

“Are you alright?”

“I- I’m fine.”

Despite Jan’s concerned inquiry, Ron could only parrot back that he was fine, still too stunned to form a coherent thought.

Suddenly, Ron felt a clarity wash over him, as if his mind had been refreshed.

“Pull yourself together. You’re no use to anyone in that state.”

Instinctively, he knew. Elena casually threw a warning over her shoulder as she passed by, no doubt having plotted some sort of strategy. Ron watched her back and hurried his steps so as not to fall behind the rest of the group. After what felt like a considerable amount of time…

“Here we are. This is our destination,” announced an old man, tapping the ground with the end of his cane. At his words, Ron frowned and scanned their surroundings.

The destination the old man spoke of was nothing more than a clearing in a forest, bustling with the activity of logging.

“Not exactly the warmest welcome for guests. There’s not even a chair to sit on.”

“It was all so sudden, wasn’t it? I would’ve liked to sit down and have a leisurely chat over tea with you. It’s curious, isn’t it? The barbarian I know aren’t so skilled in conversation. To my eyes, it’s as if you’ve donned the skin of a barbarian.”

“That’s a coincidence.”

Witnessing their exchange, Ron shivered involuntarily. He couldn’t pinpoint the reason, but the moment he saw Khan smiling, his body reacted as if he were prey confronted by a predator drooling at the prospect of a meal.

“I had a similar thought.”

“Similar? About what?”

“The mages I’m acquainted with find speaking like a human quite challenging. But you, you seem quite adept at it.”

Caught off guard by the sudden downplay of mages, Jan flinched. However, the old man simply smiled broadly and did not react further, showing no sign of annoyance. He just stared intently at Khan.

“Yes, it was those eyes.”

“Is there something strange about my eyes?”

The old man’s eyes, as he asked this question, were laughing. As if he were a mischievous elder playing a prank.

‘Tch. I never would have guessed it was actually him.’

Khan had seen that type of smile before, endlessly, through a monitor before his possession into this world of Midland.

“Enough with the games. It seems like you’ve been expecting us from the start.”

The old man did not respond to Khan’s words. He remained still, smiling with his eyes as if he were a puppet, showing no hint of movement.

“If you’re going to cause trouble, at least do it properly. Who would be fooled by such a cheap performance? But then again, someone who doesn’t understand human emotions could only mimic the surface. That doesn’t even qualify as acting.”

“Khan, what exactly are you…”

Ron’s question was buried, unfinished.

Loud laughter erupted from the old man, who seemed barely able to stand moments before. The sound drowned out Ron’s words, echoing and growing louder across the empty clearing. The rest of the group was equally startled, but only Khan and Elena maintained their composure.

The old man’s laughter eventually ceased.

“Huh. This is surprising. While the mage of the tower hasn’t noticed anything, to think a young girl and an inferior barbarian would.”

“How did you figure it out?” the old man asked, his neck twisting at an odd angle as he questioned them. The sight was enough to terrify Jan, who wasn’t particularly brave, into screaming out loud.

“Kehehe. Look at that silly reaction! How did you see through a deception even the revered mages of the tower couldn’t pierce? Eh? Tell me! I’m dying of curiosity!”

‘Madman.’

He was already disagreeable, but in reality, his presence was beyond irritating—it was repulsive. Not even Darkin, who would cosplay as a young boy despite being old, was this bad…

“Answer me! Are you ignoring me now? Don’t understand the situation? Must I really make it clear for you!”

Following his furious outburst, he burst into a jovial laughter. The abrupt emotional swings were extreme. Yet, Khan knew all too well that even this was an act.

These types of beings…

“Puppeteer.”

Suddenly, the old man, or rather, the puppeteer, froze as if he were a wind-up toy whose spring had wound down. Khan, equally displeased, contorted his face.

“Or should I call you this?”

“You…”

“The worst failure, a half-finished counterfeit.”

“Youuuu──!”

For the first time, the puppeteer showed a genuine reaction.

Khan smiled as if delighted, then revealed a secret that no one else knew at this point in time except the Followers of Truth.

“Homunculus.”
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Why hadn’t he thought of it from the beginning? Khan chided himself for his own stupidity. Homunculus, an artificial life form that occasionally appears in various media on Earth, was naturally present here in Midland as well— as a named boss affiliated with the Followers of Truth.

This experimental being, created by the Followers of Truth who meddled with the taboo of life and soul, had the intelligence to understand magic, a complex subject, and act like an ordinary person. However, the creature could never truly become ‘human’. It was inevitable. The domain of the soul, which even the ancient mages couldn’t completely conquer, was beyond the reach of modern mages who were far less capable.

“An artificial life form that mimics human behavior and obsesses over becoming a complete human… that was the setting.” It was indeed strange that such a being was absent from places where experiments related to the soul were actively conducted. Because the interpretation of the soul remained incomplete, it still existed as an unfinished failure—a fake.

“A golem shaped like a person, controlled to immerse in a ludicrous play… That must have been you.” There was a strange sound from the old man, the puppeteer.

“It seems the experiment in the north was quite effective? For someone who used to play with golems and preserved corpses, controlling a living person is a step up.”

“How on earth…”

How do you know about that?

The puppeteer’s cool voice was almost monotone, revealing his nature upon facing an inexplicable situation by dropping the pretense of humanity.

“Information about me… is supposed to be allowed only for seekers.”

“Well, maybe a seeker gave me a little hint.”

“Nonsense.”

“Why? If you really think it’s not true, you could just overpower me and extract the information. There is no need for idle chit-chat.” Khan twisted the corner of his mouth.

“You can’t stop conversing with me. You actually think it’s an internal leak, right? Trying to figure out who’s behind it.”

Silence followed again.

The puppeteer, possessing a mages-like reasoning as one of his functions, must be perplexed.

‘His head must be a mess.’

For a barbarian who suddenly appeared and disrupted plans, knowing the closely guarded secrets of the Followers of Truth that even the mage tower couldn’t pinpoint, must seem like an internal betrayal to someone who is like a monster in logical thinking.

“How about it. Do you suspect any seeker? Perhaps a destruction mage who sees you as waste might have divulged information to me. Or the alchemist who played the most significant role in creating you might have devised a plan to destroy his failed creation. If not, maybe the apostle you worship as a god….”

“Enough.” With a creaking sound, the puppeteer’s neck returned to its proper position. And then the puppeteer smiled. A forced, eerie smile.


“Right. I should have found out for myself from the beginning….”

“Boss, the townsman!”

“I know.” From the beginning, Khan said, taking a hold of an axe and Draupnir in his hands.

“We don’t know what methods they will use. Bury any guilt and kill them. They’re just empty shells beyond revival, anyway.”

Just like the wyvern he had hunted before.

Whooong─.

Draupnir vibrated as if agreeing with Khan’s thoughts. After the wyvern hunt, Draupnir had been oddly cooperative, signaling from the start that the townsman were not normal.

That was also why Khan had been acting strange from the beginning.

“Let’s see how long that composure lasts.” At Khan’s warning, the puppeteer moved.

Tapping his staff with a thunk, the townsman who had started gathering rushed in like starved beasts. Unlike initially when they posed no real threat with makeshift weapons, they were now each armed properly.

Thump! Khan, intending to break through, charged forward first, infiltrating through the gaps of the spears. The sight of dozens of blades raising at once towards Khan resembled the movements of well-trained elite soldiers.

To put it precisely, it was just about that level.

Creak! Crash─!

With a carefree swing of both his axe and magic sword, the barrier of skin crumbled like dominoes.

It wouldn’t even be this one-sided if it were a fight between kids and adults, yet the gap between Khan and his foes was beyond that.

[Strength: 62] +1

Total strength 63.

Having leveled up from the battle with the wyvern, Khan had become even stronger. The townsman controlled by the puppeteer were no match for him, not even fit to be training dummies.

A huge hole had been opened in front of him.

Straight ahead, the puppeteer was positioned, and Khan immediately pulled his arm back.


Swoosh! Thud──!

The axe released from Khan’s hand became, quite literally, a projectile.

The axe struck exactly where the puppeteer was, causing a loud explosion and raising a cloud of dust. The shockwave that followed pushed the townsman aside as an extra.

“Did I get him?!”

‘Damn… Even the dead wouldn’t come back to life after that.’

Khan wrinkled his face at Ron’s comment coming from behind and pulled out a new weapon from the Aecharis’ Pouch. It was a magic sword given by Neria, the border town.

This time, wielding a short, spike-shaped magic sword and a sinister magic sword named Dragonslayer in each hand, Khan charged with a bang-! stepping forward aggressively towards the direction of the dust cloud.

“A crude way to fight.”

“Die─!”

In the blink of an eye, Khan caught sight of the puppeteer who spread an opaque curtain. He immediately struck hard with the magic sword in his right hand.

Clang─!!

The shockwave was deafening, but the puppeteer’s curtain was untouched.

Considering Khan’s strength, which had even damaged the tough scales of a basilisk, the durability was beyond imagination.

“Huh…!”

Khan was not flustered. Instead, he became even more fervent, trying to break the curtain.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang─!

In a short moment, several loud banging sounds overlapped.

Soon after, with a crackling sound, the puppeteer’s curtain wavered precariously, and Khan with another swing, shattered the curtain completely.

“Foolishness.”

However, with a flick of the puppeteer’s staff, the curtain was regenerated.


And it didn’t stop there.

With an easygoing motion, the staff touched the curtain.

Thud─!

An invisible shockwave pushed Khan’s entire body away.

Without even a moment to react, Khan found himself flying next to his companions who were in the midst of fighting the controlled dolls.

“Khan!”

Just as Elena finished off a doll with her flail, she reached out to Khan who had fallen to the ground.

The sensation of bones shaking disappeared in an instant as the light of healing seeped in.

“Tsk.”

This is beyond imagination.

The puppeteer was a considerable force even among the Followers of Truth.

Not quite at the level of a leader like the Cultivator, but certainly just below.

If such a person had obtained some kind of result through experiments in the North, it was natural to expect them to be a formidable enemy.

But-.

‘Even so, this is too much.’

A defense spell that withstands a strike powerful enough to damage the scales of a dragon, not once but dozens of times without using a skill.

It would be one thing if it was prepared in advance for the fight. Regenerating it on the spot was definitely abnormal.

“You seem flustered. Is it much different than what you expected? Well.”

The puppeteer standing behind the curtain mocked.

“The Cultivator would have not expected. That I could become this strong. I couldn’t believe it at first either. But this is the reality.”

Thump- The puppeteer’s staff hit the ground.

Then, dolls thought to be dead began to rise one after another.

Damn, did he switch to a necromancer or something? Khan frowned.

“I have changed. Although it’s still incomplete, if I can bear fruit soon… I will grasp the true meaning of completion. Then, even the Cultivator will have no choice but to revere me. No, even the Apostle will…….”

“He’s lost it.”

“First, after turning you into a living doll, I must find out who the summoner daring to interfere with me is.”

Sparks flew from the Puppeteer’s eyes – a sign he was beginning to manipulate a tremendous amount of mana.

“Playing with you, who dared to insult me, might be quite amusing as an entertainment.”

***

Laughter erupted as waves of flame engulfed the dolls and the party fighting them. If Khan hadn’t dispersed the flames with the scabbard of his magic sword, they would have been utterly trapped.

But there was no time for gratitude.

Initially close to the bladed wooden dolls, the dolls began to press the party with strategic maneuvers and fierce strikes.

“This is madness!”

Khan, having reattached his scabbard to his sword belt, gripped his magic sword and spun around. A crescent moon, imbued with a blood-red aura, cleaved the dolls in half.

Splat!

Blood splattered from Khan’s face at the same time.

An uppercut from a doll, split in half, had caught him off guard.

“Quite the bizarre trick you have there.”

The Puppeteer’s voice then echoed in his ears.

Khan completely stored Neria’s magic sword in his pocket and gripped the scabbard as if it were a blade. He had no other choice.

Whoosh!

A phoenix, emanating a heat so intense it felt as though skin could melt, appeared in the midst of battle in an empty lot. It was a spell they had faced before in a border town – Firebird of Aelos.

“Let’s see if you can disperse this.”

Though Khan had managed to counter the spell with his scabbard before, the situation was entirely different.

The power of a spell inscribed on a magical tool usually didn’t match its original strength, especially when cast directly by a mage of the Puppeteer’s caliber.

Boom!

Following the path of the phoenix, a series of explosions erupted. Even Khan, who was not familiar with magic, could easily predict that the phoenix would cause a massive explosion the moment he attempted to fend it off with his scabbard.

“Warrior! Let me handle this…!”

Jan, sensing the danger better than anyone, suddenly unleashed a spell.

Dozens of ash-gray spears appeared on Jan’s back, and an ash-gray curtain enveloped the front of the party.

Then, an almost indescribable rumble hit the party multiple times. It was the explosion caused by Jan’s ‘Spear of Destruction’ colliding with Firebird of Aelos, battering the curtain.

“Gasp…!”

Jan’s complexion turned pale.

It was partly because he almost suffered a mana backlash while casting, and also because he felt his spell had not been effective.

“Please, protect these foolish sheep.”

Elena prayed.

She asked for the strength to protect everyone from a being that defied providence.

The goddess, observing everything through the eyes she had lent to the girl destined to be her scales, responded as if she had been waiting for the prayer.

A pure white shield layered over the ash-gray curtain, colliding with Firebird of Aelos. A massive explosion followed, extinguishing the phoenix. The goddess’s shield, having fulfilled its purpose, vanished.

“Tsk. So much for the sanctity of a temple.”

The Puppeteer clicked his tongue, disappointed that the devastation he anticipated didn’t occur.

Then, like hunters crouching for the kill moved, two mercenaries broke through the dolls’ encirclement with aggressive maneuvers.

Each time Maya’s spear drew a ray of light, dolls fell with a snap. Ron, his strength enhanced by Elena’s blessing, broke through the ranks with his hammer.

And there was Khan, behind them.

Zzzzzt…!

The throwing skill, just shy of reaching grade A, fully charged. Moreover, he unleashed a strength that felt far more powerful than before.

“Hmm?”

Even the Puppeteer, supposedly devoid of fear, sensed something was amiss.

But it was too late.

“Die─!”

Thunk…!
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It was a direct hit.

The magic sword, thrown with maximum power, tore through the curtain set up by the puppeteer in an instant, and went even further to completely obliterate his head without leaving a trace.

The shockwave of the axe that exploded as if chasing the sword literally grinded the feeble mage’s body to dust.

Survival was impossible.

Even for an undead, if their body doesn’t leave even dust behind, they can’t rise again.

This should have been enough to be certain of the puppeteer’s death.

However.

“These things… they are still moving!”

The assault from the living corpses controlled by the puppeteer didn’t stop, but continued to overwhelm the party.

Ron, thinking it was safe to breathe a sigh of relief, was startled and began swinging his hammer, but if anything, the corpses seemed to become even more fiercely aggressive.

And then, one of the puppets slowly walked forward, picking up the puppeteer’s staff that had fallen to the ground after losing its master.

‘You’ve got to be kidding…’

Khan grimaced.

“Remarkable. That was dangerous. This isn’t human strength. I’ve heard that among barbarian warriors, there are champions believed to be endowed with divine power. You must be such a champion, then?”

The figure who spoke was a young man with a common face one might see in any city. However, the aura he exuded was identical to the old man’s from before.

“I lost a puppet mask I cherished. Looks like playing the wise man is out of the question for a while.”

The puppeteer. He had switched bodies.

Switching bodies is a familiar pattern even in games.

His true form was a black, slime-like liquid monster, and the conventional strategy was to completely destroy it, leaving no form behind.


And yet, he should have been completely dealt with…

“What an odd skill you’ve mastered.”

Khan scoffed, though his tone was nonchalant, his inner thoughts were different.

It was now unclear what he had gained from the experiments in the North.

Could it be, to kill him, all the puppets in this vicinity must be destroyed?

‘That won’t be easy.’

While the puppets’ resistance was negligible, the barrage of spells thrown by the puppeteer was threatening in itself.

Moreover, new puppets were continuously appearing from within the clearing.

It seemed that before they could eliminate the puppets, the puppeteer’s spells would likely wipe out the party first.

“A grand knowledge indeed.”

The puppeteer replied in a seemingly polite tone, tapping his staff on the ground as if to signal the start of the battle again.

Wooosh. With a subtle tremble, as the puppeteer fortified himself with a curtain, Khan too grasped Neriah’s magic sword and Draupnir’s sheath in hand, replacing the axes and magic swords scattered around the puppeteer.

“You still intend to fight. You have no chance of winning.”

“That’s for us to find out. Besides, if you die and disappear, the experiments in the North will stop. The knowledge you gained will also be forgotten. Sounds like enough stakes for a gamble, doesn’t it?”

“And that strength of yours. And managing spatial voids without mana. And being familiar with information that only Seekers should know…”

Yes, you must be apprehended here and now, the puppeteer murmured in a low voice.

“Agreed, you damn bastard─!”

Khan, deflecting an unexpected flaming arrow with his sheath, charged forward.

The puppeteer moved his puppets in an attempt to halt Khan’s charge.

“Where do you think you’re going!”


“Uraatcha…!”

Ron and Maya took on the unending wave of puppets, knowing that the outcome of the battle ultimately depended on Khan and the puppeteer.

Thankfully, although the puppets were numerous, in terms of combat power, Ron and Maya were overwhelmingly superior. At least until now.

“Argh!”

Ron, who had just smashed a puppet’s skull, suddenly screamed.

Turning towards him, Khan saw Ron with a deep wound in his abdomen. Damn, what now…!

“They’re using magic! The creatures are using magic!”

Maya, who crouched low and broke the ankles of the puppets with her spear, shouted.

Clang─!

Shortly after, Maya was sent flying as if struck by something.

Thanks to using her spear for defense, she didn’t suffer severe injuries, but blood trickled from her mouth, indicating the shock was significant.

‘Magic. And from the Gray Tower?’

Khan’s face contorted with bewilderment. Originally, the puppeteer was only supposed to use red magic.

“This too is part of a great truth.”

The puppeteer twisted his lips, his gaze turning toward Jan, who was a gray mage of the Mage Tower.

“You, the dregs of the Mage Tower. It seems you’re quite a prized talent there… Look.”

Ashen spears filled the space behind the puppeteer, in an overwhelming number that surpassed the spell Jan had just cast.

“In your eyes, how does my gray spell compare? To those magus your Mage Tower brags about?”

“…It’s pathetic.”

“Hmm. Is that so? Then, what about this?”


In the next moment, blue ice flowers began to form at the tip of the puppeteer’s staff, causing Jan’s eyes to widen as if they would tear apart.

A multi-spell chant. A technique allowed only to those born with exceptional talent within the Mage Tower.

For a mage of the puppeteer’s caliber, having such skill was not surprising.

However, casting spells of different attributes simultaneously was a completely different matter.

“How…!”

“How does this blue spell compare with the magus of your Blue Tower?”

The difficulty of simultaneously casting and maintaining spells of differing attributes was beyond imagination.

Even Jerome, Jan’s master, wouldn’t dare attempt it. In fact, it was an undertaking only those out of their right mind would consider, due to the tremendous risk of mana backflow from the clashing attributes of mana, which could lead to crippling injury.

“Could it be…! On the same level as the tower masters?!”

Indeed.

The technique the puppeteer had just displayed was something only possible in the realm of the Mage Tower’s masters.

“Hmph. Your face is quite the sight.”

Jan’s face was filled with turmoil.

He couldn’t accept that this dubious entity before him stood on the same level as the Mage Tower’s great masters.

And it was indeed a fact.

‘Yes. It’s not on the same level as the tower masters. There’s too much of a gap in the activation of the spells. Though its power might be formidable, its structure is rough around the edges…’

“Impostor!”

Jan burst out in overt anger.

He had guessed that the puppeteer’s methods were akin to cheating, even if he couldn’t fully understand it at the moment.

The young prodigy of the Mage Tower couldn’t forgive it.

“To think that those who see magic as truth would tarnish magic with such deceit…”

“I am different from those seekers.”

The puppeteer scoffed.

“My goal is solely my own perfection. Not like the inferior barbarian have babbled about!”

A large explosion occurred.

While the two mages were conversing, the puppeteer had launched a spell towards Khan, who had approached them unnoticed.

More than twenty ashen spears and a barrier of ice from above and below engulfed Khan, presenting an overwhelming quantity that was difficult for a single person to overcome.

Snap! Crack! Boom─!

Khan’s hand, holding the scabbard of the magic sword, shook like an afterimage, repelling the magic with its special properties that pushed away mana and with monstrous strength.

He shattered half of the ashen spears with a single sword strike and then crushed the ice barrier rising from below with a stamp of his foot.

“Indeed, so spells that have materialized can be broken by force. How about this then?”

The puppeteer aimed at Khan with the end of his staff.

From its tip, a tiny spark quickly swelled in size, exploding and scattering fragments of fire forwards.

It wasn’t an attack that could be fended off with a scabbard.

The puppeteer had quickly identified Khan’s weakness and switched the type of his spell accordingly.

“Damn it!”

Even if the one holding the scabbard was the sword maestro known as the Sword Lord, fending off every spark wouldn’t have been impossible.

However, for someone whose only swordsmanship experience was from a dojo in his youth, performing such a feat was an impossible miracle.

Facing an onslaught that resembled a downpour of fire, Khan lifted Neria’s magic sword.

[Neria’s Magic Awl]

─A weapon used primarily by an exceptional Elf Sword Mage. Having been empowered by spells inscribed over many years, it has approached the status of a magic sword.

─Wind Awl :: Possesses penetration power that ignores all below a certain level of sword resistance.

─Multi-Spell Engraving :: The spell circuits carved out over a long duration are no different from sophisticated machinery. A variety of spells are inscribed within.The moment the magic stone in his grip was shattered, spells engraved on the magic sword were activated. A spell similar to the ice barrier that the puppeteer had used moments before, materialized in front of Khan, as if to protect him.

Boom! Crash─!

The ice barrier trembled as if it were about to break at any moment. Indeed, it was certain it wouldn’t hold much longer and would soon shatter.

Crack-

Khan shattered another magic stone, extracting another spell embedded in the magic sword.

‘Arun’s Wind Walk’

A gray spell with a supportive nature, it reduced air resistance. Though not very useful to an ordinary mage, for Khan, it was different.

[Leap]

Crossing his arms, Khan shot forward like a cannonball, smashing through the barrier and arriving in front of the puppeteer in the blink of an eye.

“Foolish…”

[Shut─up─!]

A non-physical shockwave burst forth, attempting to push Khan back, but the puppeteer’s body abruptly froze in place. A skill that defied the laws of the world had forcibly immobilized the emotionless homunculus.

It was over in just an instant.

Crash…!

With one collision, the barrier protecting the puppeteer was half destroyed, and soon after, Khan’s foot completely shattered it.

Gasp.

A pained breath leaked from Khan’s mouth. The aftermath of wielding his magic sword and scabbard repeatedly in such a short time had exhausted his breath.

This time, the puppeteer reached out not with his staff, but with his hand, aiming to cast another spell while Khan was immobile.

“Uriaaatcha─!”

His action was interrupted by a flying hammer.

“Gonna wreck you good! Boss!”

Ron, bleeding from the abdomen, smirked.

Following his instincts, Ron had precisely timed his intervention in the fight.

However, he hadn’t completely thwarted the puppeteer’s trick. Some of the puppets, while pressing Maya and Elena with lower-tier spells, shot a spell towards Khan.

Khan, unable to dodge in time, was engulfed in flames.

As Ron, who had been eagerly anticipating Khan’s victory over the puppeteer, watched in horror, and the puppeteer’s lips curled into a sneer, that’s when it happened.

Whoosh─!

From within the sphere of flames engulfing Khan, a slightly singed, ash-gray hand burst forth.

Even the emotionless puppeteer displayed shock at the sight.

“How-.”

Thud.

The flaming hand grasped the puppeteer’s head in its entirety.

Khan, intent on killing the puppeteer even as flames scorched his skin, looked as terrifying and formidable as a demon crawling out of hell.

‘How?’

The puppeteer’s rational mind repeated the question.

The spell had hit its target. It was a spell capable of burning a person whole, and Khan had been hit with over a dozen of them.

Separate from not dying, the tremendous pain should have made coherent thought impossible.

How then, could this barbarian move so freely? Such questions lingered persistently.

Was it possible he couldn’t feel pain?

Creak.

Contrary to that speculation, the pain was evident on Khan’s face, twisted grotesquely as if he was a malevolent spirit. It was proof he was in agony.

Seeing this, the puppeteer was even more baffled by the man before him.

How does he do it!

“Shii. It hurts.”

Whoosh! His breath was as hot as fire.

“So damn…!”

The incredible force exerted by Khan’s grip astonished even the homunculus puppeteer.

Since the puppeteer’s body couldn’t feel pain, he could only blankly watch as his head was crushed like a tin can.

With a sound like meat being pounded, the puppeteer’s vision faded to black.

Then, just after.

“It hurts──!”

Khan roared like a beast as he shattered the puppeteer’s staff. Eventually, as the medium holding the soul was destroyed, the puppeteer’s consciousness began to fade.

Even then, the puppeteer thought,

‘What exactly is it about this human that spurred such simple brutishness and madness in him-’

And if Khan had heard this question, he would have answered,

“You should also try getting rolled over in the Frost Gorge.”
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My vision has dimmed. That was the first impression that came to mind as soon as Khan regained consciousness.

‘I feel strangely powerless… as if I’ve returned to my old body.’

For Khan, who had perfectly adapted to the barbarian’s body that was so overflowing with energy it felt like it could burst, this was a very unfamiliar sensation.

Especially since I couldn’t freely control my own body anymore.

‘What the hell is this situation…?’

[I am peering into memories.]

Damn, that startled me. Khan flinched at the androgynous voice ringing in his head.

Of course, it wasn’t that his body had moved, but that was the impression. That made sense since he had no control over his body.

‘Whose memories are these?’

At Khan’s question, Draupnir chuckled.

It sounded somewhat like he was mocking, causing Khan to furrow his brows. Why is this guy getting on my nerves suddenly?

[It’s the memories of the fake bastard you dealt with. You’re looking at fragments of that creature.]

‘Why?’

[You’re asking me? It’s you who are viewing these memories, not me.]

His words were cryptic. It was obvious that it was Khan himself observing these memories.

What Khan was curious about was how he was able to view these memories.

[You doubt me. To put it simply, I didn’t intervene in this. Just as I said before, it’s you who are looking at this, not me.]

Khan was about to demand a clearer explanation when he shut his mouth tight.

The reason was that the subject of the memory, the owner of the memories Khan was viewing, began to move.


Trudge- Trudge-

The journey of the presumed puppeteer began with a walk along a splendid corridor.

Khan decided to watch what would come out of it, wishing he had popcorn.

[…]

Draupnir seemed to have something to say, but when Khan kept silent, he seemed to decide to remain quiet as well.

The corridor was long. Even considering the stride it took several minutes to walk, and yet it didn’t end, indicating it was an immensely large space.

‘Not many places like this, I reckon.’

It was a shame not having enough discernment to accurately identify the location based on the architectural style or corridor decorations.

At the very least, it did not seem to be a place where civilization had not been established, such as the Southern Great Forest or the Land of Warriors.

Somewhere inside a kingdom’s castle…. That was Khan’s guess.

And before long, Khan was certain where this place was.

After walking some distance, the puppeteer arrived in front of a black iron door. By looking at the various patterns engraved on it, it was clear it wasn’t an ordinary craftsman’s work.

Above all, the coat of arms at the center of the iron door was conspicuous.

A warrior holding a shield and an axe, mounted on a horse.

‘The House of Marquis Deillon.’

The largest power in the northern region of Argon. It was the coat of arms representing Marquis Deillon. The memory’s puppeteer was currently walking within the inner citadel of the House of Daelon.

“You have arrived…… Inside……”

Next to the iron door, a space hidden from view existed, and suddenly, a soldier jumped out to greet the puppeteer.

“Regret…. is?”

“With his grace……”


‘It’s hard to hear.’

[It’s because the soul of the fake you dealt with isn’t a complete soul. Human. Your ‘eyes’ being abnormal might also be a reason.]

Ah, thanks for the kind explanation. Khan expressed his thanks to Draupnir’s kind explanation and focused back on the situation.

Anyway, the suddenly appearing soldier was treating the puppeteer with considerable respect.

Even though the words were choppy and hard to understand, the gestures and expressions made the hierarchy quite clear.

Clank- Clank-

‘We’re going in.’

Their conversation wasn’t long.

After a brief nod, the soldier fiddled with the handle of the iron door then stuck his hand into it. Then, the door opened with a heavy sound.

Khan carefully observed the soldier operating the iron door and memorized it.

“Then….”

“Enough time has passed…. make sure to vacate the spot……”

The space hidden behind the iron door was another corridor.

It wasn’t long. But considering the material of the walls and that not a single light was lit, it was quite dark.

‘Soundproofing seems to be a priority here. Must be sturdy enough not to collapse no matter how much ruckus there is…. The appearance of the walls also feels a bit clumsy. Could there be traps set up?’

The space beyond the black iron door must be an incredibly important and secretive place even for Marquis Deillon.

Immediately, everything that came into view served as potential clues for unfolding the story.To resolve the chaos in the north, it was inevitable that they would have to confront Marquis Deillon. The information they had now was sure to be of some help in one way or another at that time.

[But really? It’s obvious he’ll just resort to brute force to solve it.]

Who does one truly consider a barbarian? He easily dismissed such baseless sarcasm echoing in his head.

After all, regardless of what anyone else said, Khan was a modern individual who possessed both a sensitive soul and exceptional intelligence.


Therefore, he had a rough idea of what scene would unfold beyond this corridor.

‘It’s obvious why someone would keep such a gloomy space in their house.’

It must be a space needed to comfortably enjoy one’s secret pleasures.

Moreover, Marquis Deillon was a noble and a mage.

Even viewed separately, they were among the most sinister of folk, but Marquis Deillon was actually the personification of ultimate cunning.

‘What an exquisite taste.’

This thought intensified upon seeing the items hung on the corridor walls.

People… no, living corpses were hung on the walls as decorations.

The corpses, with papers attached to their foreheads akin to zombies, reminded one of meat at a butcher shop.

The paper stuck like talismans on the zombies seemed to detail the contents of experiments. Lacking magical knowledge, he couldn’t ascertain their exact meaning.

‘What would you know?’

[I am a sword, not a mage.]

‘Useless.’

[After all, aren’t you the one observing the memories! You madman. I merely peek into what you see!]

As expected.

While engaging in pointless arguments with the sword’s lingering resentment, the puppeteer entered a large cavern-like space.

It was hard to believe such a secret space existed within the castle, given its vastness.

Experimental apparatuses of unknown purpose, stacks of papers, and corpses seemingly used as test subjects.

The first impression strongly conveyed the vibe of a dark mage’s workshop.

[From ancient times, the difference between a demon’s minion and a mage depended on whether they used mana or dark magic.]

As the talkative cursed sword said, the scene inside the cavern perfectly matched that of a dark mage’s activities.

“Ashes. How goes the experiment….”

“Smoothly. We shall see the fruits shortly. The only problem is….”

“If it’s about securing more specimens, one of my puppets can….”

Ashes, the figure addressed as such, seemed to hold a position equal to that of the puppeteer.

He must be a Follower of Truth… Not a figure inferior even when compared to the puppeteer.

‘This won’t be easy.’

This was Marquis Deillon, who had conquered battlefields known as the Conqueror.

His private army was almost on par with the royal elite forces.

Added to this, there were two mages who could cast high-level spells and a significant number of knights. It would not be an easy task.

If one were to categorize the level of difficulty in capturing them, it would be near impossible.

‘A frontal assault for subjugation is out of the question…. Then should we prioritize achieving the objective? However, to rectify the turmoil in the north, stopping Marquis Deillon and eliminating the Followers of Truth is the only way….’

As Khan was agonizing over the overwhelmingly difficult challenge, the moment came.

“First, we must check the status of the alpha specimen….”

‘Alpha specimen?’

The term appeared to be significantly related to their goals.

Soon after. Ashes, who was deeply engaged in a complex discussion with the puppeteer, moved again.

Towards the deepest part of the large cavern.

As they moved deeper, the number of experimental apparatuses and densely written papers decreased.

Instead, the indiscernible golden lines increased. No, it wasn’t that they were increasing.

‘They’ve been the center of the cavern from the beginning.’

Even with limited visibility, it was evident that the golden lines were part of a magic circle.

And that these lines stretched from the walls of the cavern outwards.

It was an incomprehensible intuition, even for Khan, who lacked a magical eye.

[…….]

Draupnir, having undoubtedly heard Khan’s speculation, seemed to have something to say but remained silent.

It was apparent even to it that the upcoming scene from the puppeteer’s memory fragments was crucial.

“Still experiencing rejection…. The spiritual mass of the alpha specimen continues to decline…. You’ll understand once you see….”

Upon Ashes’s word, the puppeteer nodded, and Ashes infused mana into the magic circle.

The space in front of them rippled.

What was hidden behind the spell-blocking space then revealed itself.

‘This is…….’Leveraging the Puppeteer’s perspective to peer beyond the confines of space, Khan narrowed his eyes in scrutiny.

Gurgle— Gurgle—

Dozens of transparent tubes, cramped against the wall and teeming with a suspiciously colored liquid, were being infused.

And those tubes stretched all the way to the center of a magical circle, inserting into a massive box made of redwood.

‘It looks exactly like a coffin for a corpse.’

Considering what was inside, this wasn’t an entirely incorrect description. After all, the entity with over a dozen tubes attached was none other than a human.

Who could it be? Khan closely observed the middle-aged man entering the red tube, and then he realized.

Though it bore the appearance of a human, it was not; it was something far more dreadful…

‘…!’

Khan’s thought process halted abruptly when the entity in the red tube suddenly opened its eyes wide and locked gazes with him.

It was no illusion.

‘That thing’ was fully aware of Khan’s presence, peering in through the puppeteer’s vision.

A strange intuition confirmed this realization to him.

Once he composed himself, he found that the flow of memories had also ceased, evidence of this being the puppeteer and Ashes frozen stiff like statues. Draupnir’s voice had also cut off, suggesting that only Khan and ‘that thing’ were exceptions to whatever was occurring.

The situation was anything but ordinary. However, trapped within the body of the puppeteer, Khan had no choice but to silently observe ‘that thing’s’ actions to the end.

Contrary to his expectations, ‘that thing’ did nothing but stare blatantly back at him without taking any distinct action.

Just like a doll devoid of self…

‘What in the world…?’

Panic setting in only briefly, Khan soon regained his composure and glared back at ‘that thing’, as if deciding to watch whatever it might attempt to do.

However, no such anticipated event unfolded.

With a swish— as when their eyes first met— its eyes suddenly closed. It was as if it momentarily woke due to the surrounding commotion only to fall back asleep like a child.

And then, in the next moment.

The face of a middle-aged man, made messy by an untrimmed, bushy mustache giving off a disheveled air, was suddenly before him.

Close enough for their breaths to mingle. The distinct foul stench typical of medieval folk was palpably present.

“Eek!”

Instinctively pushing away the unpleasant face, Khan got up. His body was moving again. The scenery had also changed.

“Why are you hitting me all of a sudden!”

At that unjustly aggrieved voice, Khan turned to see Ron, who had fallen flat on his backside, and the faces of the entire party gathered around.

‘I’m back.’

As if in response to his thought, Draupnir’s androgynous voice echoed.

[It seems the fragment’s power has been exhausted. What a shame. It seemed like an important scene was about to unfold.]

‘Didn’t you see it?’

[What do you mean, what didn’t I see? Madman.]

‘You didn’t see, then.’

[So, what is it that I didn’t see!]

The incident of locking eyes with ‘that thing’ during the pause in the memory flow was an experience solely for Khan, almost like a dream. An independent event occurring while he was peeking into someone else’s memories…

Ignoring Draupnir’s increasing demands for an explanation, Khan licked his lips, wondering how he could possibly explain this.

“Are you still not feeling well? Changing expressions so suddenly… Have you hit your head, by any chance? Didn’t you say you didn’t injure your head, miss?”

“…Save the nonsense for later. We’re in a critical situation, aren’t we?”

“Ah, right!”

“Critical situation?”

Shaking off his reverie in response to Khan’s inquiry, Ron hastily stood up.

It seemed as if he had already forgotten about being unjustly hit.

“Yes! The situation has gotten quite dire; we were even trying to somehow wake you up because of it. Thankfully, you’ve opened your eyes now but…”

Khan furrowed his brows.

How long had he been unconscious? The duration spent viewing the puppeteer’s memories felt less than an hour to him. Surely not enough for such an overly dramatic tone—

“Wait. How many days have passed since the fight with the puppeteer?”

The question cut off Ron mid-sentence, leading to a markedly uneasy reaction that caused Khan to harden his expression. What, had a day or two passed? What exactly had happened in the meantime…?

“Ten days.”

What? Khan’s bewildered voice filled the room.

“It’s been ten days since the fight with that mage, and since you lost consciousness.”

“…”

“And…”

Elena, looking as if her spirit had left her, observed Khan’s stupefied face, sighing deeply.

Although worried about how Khan might react upon hearing what trantowerd during his unconscious state, she knew she had to convey the vital information as the spokesperson.

“The majority of the remaining cities in the north have simultaneously. They have declared their independence, rebelling against the royal family.”

TL’s Corner:

Khan had been fainting more and more these past few chapters. And longer too.
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068. Rebellion (1)

The Elpellan Duchy.

It was a nation renowned for its rugged national character and exceptional horsemanship, which in the past bordered the Kingdom of Argon.

Despite its barren lands and scarce resources making it far from a wealthy state, the inherent strength of Elphellan had prevented Argon from hastily deciding to wage war against it. A contributing factor was the historical presence of Elphellan’s rulers, who had all been exceptional warViscounts since the duchy’s founding.

There were even claims that at one point, Elphellan had invaded Argon’s territory and seized its lands.

However, they eventually became subjugated by the Kingdom of Argon.

The Conquest King. Under the lineage of Argon, which was often afflicted by madness, a figure rose to power, notorious for his exceptional cruelty and cold-heartedness. It was the result of his conquest wars.

After destroying the Elpellan Duchy from within and making a bloodless entry into its capital, the Conquest King left these words:

“You shall forever be slaves to the descendants of the great dragon. This fate is sealed by my arrival here, and should you resist, the punishment of fate shall erase your lineage from this world. Remember this well.”

The scholarly words of the Conquest King were seen by some merely as a warning, while other scholars assessed it as genuine advice left by a wise king.

What was clear, however, was that these words had engraved an indelible sense of humiliation into the lineage of Elphellan’s rulers like a brand.

“Isn’t this all a bit…sudden? Talking about independence out of the blue.”

In a personal tent prepared on a vast plain, a plump middle-aged man muttered anxiously, biting his lips repeatedly.

“There’s nothing abrupt about this affair.”

A man with a calm demeanor and a goat beard, sitting opposite, swirled his teacup—a stark contrast to the plump middle-aged man.

“All the events, including Marquis Deillon favoring individuals from Elphellan and secretly expanding his influence in the north, have been known to everyone, have they not?”

“Ah, but. Independence is a completely different story. It’s…rebellion!”

“Lower your voice, Viscount Ermon. Are you planning to broadcast it to our surroundings? That you disapprove of Marquis Deillon’s actions?”

“Huh.”

Viscount Ermon, the plump middle-aged man, hastily covered his mouth with his thick hands.


A man with an unusually long goat beard, Viscount Hern, who governed a neighboring city to Viscount Ermon, peeked through the tent’s entrance and remarked,

“At this point, it’s too late. Especially since we’ve already responded to the Marquis’ summons. To the royal family, both us and the Duke might as well be rebels.”

“No, but. How did it come to this? We were practically dragged here by the Duke…!”

“From the royal family’s perspective, this serves as an opportunity to sweep away the bothersome North.”

Viscount Ermon looked at Viscount Hern with a devastated expression as if his world had collapsed.

Under the silent pressure from Viscount Ermon to come up with a solution, Viscount Hern sighed.

‘Indeed. He has really regressed with age, this one.’

Despite being such a fool, he was still a noble, a baron no less. Furthermore, Viscount Ermon’s city was among the few in the North with fertile lands, making it necessary for Viscount Hern to placate him.

Fortunately, due to Viscount Ermon’s foolishness, this wasn’t too difficult. The problem was…

‘I just hope this fool doesn’t show off his intelligence in front of Marquis Deillon.’

The pig before him, possessing lands that one wouldn’t expect, was attractive prey for Marquis Deillon.

Should he fall out of favor, it wouldn’t be surprising to find himself beheaded right here.

Now that rebellion had already been declared, would they hesitate to seize another’s city? Viscount Hern thought not.

“Anyway, you and I must keep as quiet and watchful as possible. We’ll play along and side with whichever path seems to open a way to survival. You haven’t forgotten, have you?”

“Ahem, ahem. I haven’t forgotten. Didn’t I mention that Marquis Deillon has his eye on my land?”

This foolish man. Viscount Hern frowned, watching Viscount Ermon carelessly speak out and seemingly forgetting the earlier warning.

Seemingly oblivious to his own blunder…

‘Firstly, since thirteen cities have already responded to the summons. It won’t be too late to observe Marquis Deillon’s attitude and align ourselves with the majority. Marquis Deillon isn’t a fool either. There must be a clear basis for declaring independence….’

Just then,

[The majestic sovereign of the Elpellan Duchy, the great conqueror who has claimed victory in a hundred battles across a hundred fields. The Duke of Elphellan has prepared to receive you, rightful Viscounts of the North. You are kindly requested to join him.]


A grand title indeed. Viscount Hern scoffed inwardly at the announcement and stood up, with Viscount Ermon awkwardly following.

As they exited the tent, other nobles in similar circumstances began to gather. There were both familiar and unknown faces.

That was to be expected.

‘It’s because the land is unnecessarily vast…geographically distant too.’

Viscount Hern’s city was situated on the easternmost edge of the North, in Al-Lorenze.

Regardless, being a noble of the North meant little more than being a bandit chief in nicer terms. There was hardly any reason to foster close relationships.

“Oh, isn’t that Count Lante? After Marquis Deillon, he’s the most influential noble in the North…. To think he also responded to the summons. Maybe this independence movement is more favorable than I thought…?”

What exactly is favorable about this situation, anyway…The more Viscount Ermon spoke, the more Viscount Hern’s head throbbed. Does this fool consider this gathering merely a tea party among the nobles of the North? Marquis Deillon… Now to be called Duke Elphellan, summoned the nobles of the North to this place. The Karunya Plains were also the battleground where Duke Elphellan himself had stomped out the rampant brigand bands of the North in the past.

In other words, this was one of the places that symbolized the military might and prestige of the Duke. Naturally, the choice of this location was intentional.

‘His intention is probably to show that he could stomp on anyone who opposes him at any time.’

Who dares oppose him when he invites the nobles of the North to set up camp in the Karunya Plains? The royal family is far, while the Duke’s blade is near.

“Please, come in.”

Viscount Hern and Viscount Ermon entered the grandest and most splendid tent in the Karunya Plains. It was the tent of Duke Elphellan.

“Hmph. They are all familiar faces here, was there really a need for an identity check…”

Viscount Ermon muttered a small complaint when Duke Elphellan’s soldier checked their identities before entering the tent. However, his dissatisfaction didn’t last long.

“…”

“…”

They were overwhelmed by the heavy atmosphere inside the tent.

“Please take a seat here.”

“Th-thank you.”


Inside the tent. The Northern nobles situated themselves around the long round table at the center.

Even as Viscount Hern took his place, guided by the soldier, he squinted his eyes. He realized there was intention in the arrangement of the seats.

‘The seats are assigned by the strength of their power, huh.’

Count Lante was seated closest to the seat of honor. Viscount Ermon was a few seats away from the seat of honor, and Viscount Hern himself was seated even further away, almost at the very end.

It could be considered an indication of the priority for subjugation.

‘So imposing.’

Viscount Hern swallowed nervously.

It was hard to believe these were the often famished people of the North, considering the sturdy physique and the firm eyes visible through the gaps in their helmets, not to mention their impeccable posture.

The soldiers of the Duke, positioned along the walls of the tent, were clearly elite troops.

Moreover, the immense pressure exerted by the two figures guarding the seat of honor was terrifying.

On the left was a man in plate armor, a giant head taller than anyone else.

On his back was a longsword that seemed too lengthy for an average person, but it was clear that wielding it would sweep hundreds, if not thousands of soldiers away.

And on the right side.

‘A mage…?’

There was a person cloaked in a deep blue robe. Strangely, even from Viscount Hern’s perspective below, the face hidden under the robe was not visible.

It was as if an invisible veil distorted the space around the face.

‘What’s that…?’

Mages were known for their eccentricities, but Viscount Hern felt a chilling sensation from this mage.

“It seems everyone has gathered.”

However, there was no time to ponder the source of this eerie feeling. The middle-aged man seated at the head of the table, now the Duke of the Elpellan Duchy, spoke, interrupting such thoughts.

“Thank you for responding to the summons, especially under these difficult circumstances.”

Duke Elphellan had an appearance reminiscent of a lion. The way he lightly handled the wine cup and his gentle movements, along with his deep eyes and a beard resembling a lion’s mane, gave off such an impression.

“Are there three absent? Who are they?”

“The mayors of Al-Ranzas, Al-Rosenez, and Ro-Desena.”

“Did they provide a reason for their absence?”

“Al-Ranzas reported that they couldn’t make it due to an incident in Al-Rasdel. There was a monster uproar.”

“Hmm-.” The reply from the knight seated on the left elicited an enigmatic response from the Duke.

“And the other two?”

“They did not specify their reasons.”

“Is that so?”

Viscount Hern felt a chill run down his spine.

From the Duke’s casual response, he instinctively felt fear.

A man who had survived a hundred battles, victorious in all, even without the title of the Duke Elphellan, he exuded an atmosphere that could overwhelm everyone present.

“Then, let’s begin as things stand.”

Duke Elphellan tilted his head slightly, directing his gaze straight ahead. It was finally time for the reason he had summoned the nobility to this place to be revealed.

Viscount Hern felt a wave of tension and consciously tried to relax his shoulders with a stretch. That’s when it happened.

“What exactly are you proposing to start, Marquis Deillon?”

Inside, Viscount Hern screamed. Not just him, but the majority of the nobility present swallowed their cries of alarm.

‘Count Lante…!’

One of the two nobles seated closest to the high seat. Unlike the other nobles, Count Lante was the only one who was not oppressed by Duke Elphellan’s intimidating presence and interrupted the Duke.

“Marquis, let me be clear that I am opposed to your actions. Wouldn’t anyone be? It’s outrageous to declare independence while the royal family is still intact. Is this a collective suicide pact?”

The atmosphere in the room became as cold as if ice water had been poured over it.

Viscount Hern deliberately fixed his gaze slightly off-center to avoid looking around, fearful of attracting unwanted attention.

It seemed at any moment, the Duke’s soldiers might skewer Count Lante with a spear, given how they were glaring at him. Despite sensing their stares, Count Lante continued his argument with alarming calmness.

“Moreover, Marquis, in the midst of the chaos in the north. I knew you had been greedily eyeing more land for a while, but I never dreamed you’d stoop to such vile means.”

Was it the specters of the past he was invoking? Count Lante’s sarcasm was blatantly clear, even disrespectfully addressing the Duke as a mere marquis.

“Hmm.”

Duke Elphellan’s lips curled into a smile.

“Quite a bold statement. Do you not see the soldiers surrounding us right now?”

“Of course, I see them well. If you intend to kill me here, there would be no resistance from me. Even if my knights and soldiers were waiting on the outskirts of the camp, the outcome would not differ.”

It was the reason why the nobles had come without any escort. Resistance seemed futile. The Duke had summoned all his former private soldiers to declare independence, outnumbering everyone present.

“Yet, Duke, do you truly think you can act against me? Could you bear the wrath of the royal family that would follow?”

“The royal family…”

“You know, don’t you? The true power of the royal family. The reason you’ve been cowering all this time. After all, even the Black Wing Duke alone could end it all. You have no one who could withstand his sword.”

As Count Lante stood up, it was as if he had come just to say those words. Duke Elphellan didn’t lose his smile even as Count Lante turned his back to leave.

Viscount Hern felt something odd about that response. Was all of this expected? If so…

‘Why did the Duke let Count Lante’s explosive statement slide?’

“The royal family… the royal family…”

Swish.

Suddenly, a gust of wind swept through the tent, caressing Viscount Hern’s cheek before blood splattered in all directions.

The color drained from Viscount Hern’s face as he realized it was Marquis Deillon’s magic.

“To trust those fools who couldn’t even handle their own madness, who sold their souls to devils. If you thought you could rely on them, that was a grave mistake, Count Lante.”

Was it already too late for advice? Duke Elphellan laughed.

“Speaking to a dead man might be pointless, after all.”

Roll, thump!

Viscount Hern closed his eyes tightly at the sound of Count Lante’s decapitated head hitting the floor, maintaining his proud expression to the very end. He couldn’t cover his ears, though.

“Let this be a lesson. Trusting the royal family and opposing my will is foolish. And… if you understand, follow me quietly.”

“What would you have us do? It doesn’t seem like we could be of any use to you, Duke!”

“A good question, Viscount Ermon. My first request of you is simple. Find the source of the strange occurrences in the north.”

“Are you speaking of the living corpses? The source… But that’s just an incurable disease…?”

“No, it’s a curse spread deliberately by someone. And that someone is still roaming the north, spreading the curse.”

Viscount Ermon’s face trembled.

“Who could it possibly be?”

“Seek out the barbarian of the Frost Gorge in the north. And…”

After you find them, bring their corpses to me.
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Chapter 69: Rebellion (2)

“Tsk… What an absurd command. To inspect every wagon that comes through.”

“There’s nothing we can do. We have to do what we’re told from above. Let’s just drink our sorrows away when it’s all over.”

“Damn it… Barbarians, what nonsense. Where in the kingdom would you find barbarian? And what’s this ridiculous talk of a rebellion?”

Despite his grumbling, Daniel did not shirk his duties.

He meticulously inspected the wagons of a merchant group that had gone to a neighboring city for trade to transport food, and thoroughly reviewed the identities of refugees who had come to the city in search of shelter.

‘This will never end at this rate.’

But even that had its limits.

Much time had passed since the usual duration for inspections, yet the line of wagons awaiting inspection had hardly halved.

“Hey, Daniel. Shouldn’t we be a bit more flexible here?”

“Shut it. Do you want to get chewed out for that? I’d rather die than be dragged in front of the captain again. If I get dragged there this time, I’ll have to endure a three-hour lecture.”

“For me, it’d be four hours. Sigh… Nothing we can do, I guess.”

Daniel resolutely refused his colleague’s suggestion, though he couldn’t help being tempted internally.

Even under normal circumstances, the city saw a considerable amount of traffic, but now, with either the count or the duke’s declaration of independence, the flow of goods had become exceedingly vibrant.

The amount of wagons had more than doubled than usual.

Rumor had it that the city’s market had joined the cause of independence and had received support, and, at any rate, the citizens were pleased with the influx of food.

After all, those who have never received the kingdom’s aid wouldn’t have any loyalty to speak of.

It didn’t help that the north had been tumultuous recently, making some even happier to see the rebels providing food.

Moreover, rumors that the king had been bedark mageed by a demon had begun circulating in the city. It was likely the doings of the market…

“It’s clear. Pass…”


‘Damn it. Was it said that the king is kind or that he’s utterly mad? At any rate, we’re screwed.’

While Daniel was inspecting with his eyes and mouth, his mind was frantically searching for a way to survive.

In this cursed world, one had to be crafty to live, or so was Daniel’s philosophy.

After all, rebellion was rebellion. The kingdom wouldn’t just sit idly by, an invasion of the north was inevitable. And what about me?

‘A guard of a city that joined the rebellion?’

Just perfect to get stabbed and die, damn it. Daniel grimaced as he received the next person in line. A particularly shabby-looking wagon caught his eye.

“What brings you here?”

“A bit of food and some necessities for travel.”

“Planning a long journey? Just stopping by here?”

“That’s right. Planning to go through Ro-Elpellan to Al-Lorenze. The situation in the north is a mess, isn’t it?”

“Indeed, it is.”

It was an exceptional mess. Daniel squinted his eyes in agreement with the wagon driver, who appeared to be a mercenary.

“What’s inside?”

“What do you mean? Some food, change of clothes, protective weapons, a few people… Nothing much.”

“Everyone out, and let’s check the cargo.”

At Daniel’s sign, his colleague yawned as he made his way to the wagon’s cargo area.

“Get out. I need to check your faces.”

“God, so troublesome. Do you really have to do all that?”

“……”

Intimidated by Daniel’s stern look, the man sighed heavily.


Following a knock on the cargo area, four individuals emerged from the inside.

‘A woman mercenary, a young girl, a frail-looking youngster, and… a hunchback?’

Daniel frowned at the sight of the diverse group that had alighted from the wagon.

They were too odd a mix to call a mercenary group and too ambiguous to consider a merchant convoy.

And then there was the hunchback.

Their face was hidden by the wide robes that covered their entire body, but the grotesquely curved back and deeply hunched shoulders induced a sense of revulsion at first glance.

Daniel instinctively stepped back at the sight of a hunchback for the first time.

It wasn’t for no reason that whispers circulated about the monster born of a dark mage. There were even rumors that if one got too close to the hunchback, the dark mage’s curse might transfer to them.

“Damn it all. They’re actually considering letting that thing into the city?”

“Are you being too sensitive? It’s just passing through and plans to leave immediately. We can’t just bypass the city and take the long way around, especially with the chaos up north.”

Daniel thought the man had a point.

If they didn’t pass through this city, they would have to navigate around the mountains, a perilous journey given the current turmoil in the north.

Above all, Daniel had no desire to verify the hunchback’s face up close. What if he caught some disease from merely approaching?

‘Shit, just let him in?’

Torn between superstition and a sense of personal responsibility, Daniel squeezed his eyes shut.

“Take off that hood for a moment….”

“Stay right there.”

Daniel snapped his head around. A voice he should not have heard made itself known.

‘Why is he here of all people?’

“One young girl. One woman who seems to be a mercenary. One scrawny man and one foolish-looking mercenary. As I heard.”


“What? A foolish-looking mercenary? Don’t tell me that refers to me?”

The coachman’s nonsense didn’t register with Daniel. His attention was fixed on his direct superior who had unexpectedly shown up – Sir Fetel, the guard captain and the city’s solitary knight.

“What, Sir. Why are you… here all of a sudden?”

“Am I somewhere I shouldn’t be?”

“That’s not what I meant but….”

“Enough dawdling. You there, under the robe. Take it off now.”

Why is he acting like this? Daniel looked with confusion at the back of Sir Fetel.

“Can’t you hear me? The robe. Are you waiting for me to force it off you?”

‘Damn it…!’

Daniel felt dismayed. Sir Fetel, being the city’s lone knight and relying on his blood relation to the mayor, was notoriously lawless.

He was rumored to sometimes randomly assault townspeople or take their property.

Luckily, he hadn’t neglected his duties at the guard post, so there hadn’t been trouble before…

But today of all days, Sir Fetel had decided to make his appearance.

“Sir. There are rumors that eye contact with the hunchback can curse you… If they’re just finishing up their supply run and leaving, maybe we could just let them go….”

“What nonsense is that? Do you think I’d fall for such a curse? And their descriptions match those whom the mayor has ordered to be caught. I must verify it myself.”

“Are you referring to that barbarian rumored to be spreading curses in the north…? But this individual isn’t a barbarian, he’s a hunchback….”

“That’s why. We need to check for ourselves! Hurry up and verify it!”

Damn Fetel! Daniel bit his lip.

“Alright, since it’s come to this, pull back your hood and show us your face….”

Daniel spoke to the hunchback with a reluctant look on his face, maintaining a cautious distance as he didn’t want to touch or get too close.

“Oh dear, here we go.”

“What?”

Daniel’s eyes flared at the coachman’s comment, which sounded somewhat pitiful.

“Shit. This is the second time already….”

What in the world is he rambling about? It was the moment Daniel was about to question the coachman. Creep- Crack! A chilling sound came from in front of Daniel. It was coming from the direction where the hunchback stood.

‘What’s that noise?’

Not quite the sound of breaking bones, but rather an eerie friction. As Daniel turned his head back, his eyes widened in horror.

The hunchback’s body was gradually enlarging.

From a size similar to Daniel’s to one reminiscent of an orc’s imposing figure. It all happened in the blink of an eye, leaving no opportunity for Daniel to wield his spear.

“This is going exactly like before.”

“Damn it. All hands on deck!”

Tear- Rip! With that sound, the hunchback’s robe tore apart, revealing a gray beast… no, a frost-white barbarian.

“Just as I thought─!”

Sir Fetel’s voice, laced with laughter, and a flash of aura, whipped past Daniel towards the barbarian.

“If we catch you, the duke will surely hold our family in high esteem─!”

Thump! The aura hit the barbarian, kicking up a cloud of dust.

Taken aback, Daniel fell on his behind. Sir Fetel sped past him, incredibly fast, a result of his body being enhanced by the aura.The dust cloud cleared.

The barbarian seemed unharmed by the aura, as if it hadn’t affected him at all.

Witnessing this, Sir Fetel traced a huge semicircle in the air. To Daniel, who was watching from behind, the strike was so swift it was hard to follow the movement of the sword.

“Die─!”

The aura enveloped the barbarian completely like a giant noose, surrounding him from all directions.

Daniel, with his limited understanding, couldn’t grasp how remarkable the technique was, but he knew it was incredibly menacing.

The aura, a privilege of knights. Its unique and diverse mode of attack was fully unleashed.

Remarkably, Fetel was as skilled as he was arrogant.

“Tch.”

The barbarian clicked his tongue. Even in a situation where his neck could be cut off at any moment, he remained eerily calm.

Daniel thought the barbarian must be foolish, not knowing what aura was. Otherwise, his calmness made no sense.

But that was simply a mistake on Daniel’s part.

Crraaack─!!

The aura shattered. There was no other way to describe the scene. The barbarian’s black axe had scattered the aura’s brilliance into pieces.

“What…!”

Fetel’s eyes widened in disbelief. The common knowledge was that to block an aura, one needed to use an aura of their own or, like a paladin, wrap themselves in divine power.

It was supposed to be common sense. But to shatter an aura with a mere axe?

“You─! You wield a cursed weapon!”

Whether he felt ashamed that his aura had been countered in front of so many onlookers or not, Fetel’s voice trembled with rage.

Vrooom─!

“Die! Servant of the evil demon─!”

As if responding to his rage, Fetel’s sword glowed even more fiercely.

The eyes visible through his helmet’s visor were bloodshot, as if he was squeezing out his aura to its limit. And then-.

“A cursed weapon, you say…”

Khan let out a smirk as if he were making a comment that the Goddess of Justice would love. Lifting his axe, blessed by the goddess, above his head, it somehow felt heavier, as if embodying the will of the goddess.

‘Are you watching? How sly.’

Khan’s forearms, gripping the axe, bulged momentarily.

Feeling the pulsations of blood about to burst, he swung down his arm, charged with a strength not permitted to humans.

“……!”

Fetel, who had been attempting to strike with his sword, shouted something. Whether he was cursing Khan with murderous intent or it was a cry of instinctive realization of his impending death, no one could tell.

Zzzzakkk! Boom─!!

“Uh, uhuh……”

Daniel, who had been watching the fight, let out a bewildered noise.

Just one strike with the axe had split the knight in his plate armor in two. Could this even make sense? The situation felt like a horrific nightmare to Daniel.

“Hey.”

“Y-Yes!”

“The naive ones like you die first. Understand?”

“I, I am……”

“Just blindly following orders—what good does that bring? In life, you’re supposed to flexibly maneuver through situations. Back in my day, if something was ordered from above, we’d find a way to……”

“Boss! We need to break through, get on quickly!”

“Anyway.”

Daniel gulped.

It felt like his brain was malfunctioning, being given advice by the monster who had just split a knight in two like a log.

Khan clicked his tongue, looking at the dumbfounded guard.

Reminiscing about the old days, he rambled on, unable to shake off the modern sensibilities despite years living as a barbarian.

“Anyway, just doing as you’re told is a loss for yourself.”

With those final words, Khan jumped onto a carriage that began to race away.

Daniel watched the carriage, unobstructed, enter the city, muttering to himself, “A loss for yourself…”

Following that, the carriage carrying the so-called servant of the demon pierced straight through the city.

And right behind it, a pursuit squad composed of a renowned mercenary group from the north followed. Along with the banner of Elphellan, the ruler of the north.
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Chapter 070: Rebellion (2)

Tududududu…!

Where horses should normally be grazing, a single carriage dashed wildly over the grassy hilltop as if it might collapse at any moment.

“Keep going─!”

“I am, even without you saying…!”

“Ugh, I feel like I’m going to throw up!”

“If you’re going to do that, at least cast another spell!”

Desperate voices emerged from the carriage’s cargo space, mirroring the chaotic state of the carriage itself. One side was riddled with arrows, and the other side had been torn open, leaving the inside exposed.

“Spread the screen!”

“Ughhhh…!”

Amidst this turmoil, a barbarian lay flat on the carriage roof. It was Khan, who had garnered infamy as the servant of a demon spreading curses in the north.

Woooom─!!

The moment a gray screen formed in mid-air, covering the carriage’s rear, arrows launched from behind traced arcs before forcefully embedding themselves into the ground.

The volume of arrows was alarming, far surpassing what could be easily counted.

Of course, not even half of those arrows reached Khan’s party’s carriage.

Yet, even so, the threat was substantial, and the screen created by Jan trembled precariously.

‘Damn. This won’t last much longer either.’

Jan had already cast the screen multiple times.

Considering the sheer exhaustion from casting spells on a moving carriage, it was no surprise he was nearing his limit.

They had been relentlessly pursued for days without proper rest.


In fact, Jan’s endurance deserved praise for how long he held out.

“Little one! Are your arrows not flying straight?!”

“It’s being blocked by magic, dummy! Just keep firing! It won’t last long!”

“Catch them! If we catch those, we’ll have enough money to live in leisure for a while… or even for life!”

That’s when dozens of riders and horses appeared on the horizon.

“Damn. Don’t they ever get tired…!”

Khan, who had been lying flat on the roof, grudgingly got up.

With the unique senses of a barbarian, he barely stood on two feet and quickly looked up to see a pile of rocks, slightly smaller than a human head, being hurled down with rather precise trajectories.

“This time, I’ll do it!”

“No, stay put!”

Khan, holding back Elena who attempted to summon a blessing, extended his hand. A scorching sensation emanated from the sigil on his right chest. A pure white radiance then engulfed the rocks.

After being depleted in the battle with the wyvern, Khan had not known how to recharge the ‘Mark of the Depths’, rendering it unusable.

‘It should be good for one or two more blocks…’

Though the conditions were unknown, divinity had started to slowly recharge after the battle with the puppeteer- albeit at a painfully slow rate.

“How much farther do we have to go?”

“Not yet! A bit more to go! This hill is the Eight-part ridge!”

Damn, still a long way off. Khan grimaced, estimating the remaining amount of divinity in the Mark of the Depths. The enemies’ strength was beyond imagination.

Not just a group of mercenaries… Their level was not to be underestimated.

Their armor combined chain mail with thick leather from magical beasts, suggesting their familiarity with combat.

Moreover, their weaponry was particularly troublesome.


Actively utilizing slings and javelins, along with the noticeable presence of magustek among them, suggested they had plenty of resources.

‘I could face them if I really had to…’

But doing so would tie them down. If the enemies scattered and launched an offensive, even Khan would lose significant time.

And that was the dilemma.

They were just the vanguard. Their role was to either capture Khan’s group if they could, using hired blades in a relaxed attempt, suggesting there was a more formidable chasing group yet to come.

‘But… we’re reaching our limit.’

The carriage couldn’t hold out much longer.

The horses, already pushed to their limits for days, would surely collapse soon. In that case, perhaps-

“The Eight-part ridge, huh. There might not be a need to cross it, after all.”

The slope of the hill grew steeper, increasingly challenging for Khan’s party.

Abandoning the carriage had been an inevitable outcome. What mattered now was how they would utilize this situation. And that decision rested solely on the shoulders of Ron, their guide.Abandoning the carriage? If that’s the case, then fully escaping the hill would also be a poor strategy. It would be better to actively utilize this hill to our advantage…”

Identifying a position that maximises the geographical advantage while imposing disadvantages on the enemy. Finding that perfect spot would be difficult without a familiarity with the surrounding terrain.

Even the most adept guide would deem it impossible on the spot.

But for Ron, it was within reach.

His intuition, which confidently asserted that Khan would possess high-level skills, was incredibly sharp.

“Boss!”

Without the need for detailed explanations, Khan understood Ron’s signal. As the slope of the hill became steeper, the speed of the carriage naturally decreased, narrowing the distance with their pursuers.

“Javelin—throw!”

Clank! Crunch! Crunch!

The accuracy was astonishing.


The javelin thrown by the thrower riding behind the horseman lodged precisely into the back of the carriage. As if to say all previous throwing attacks were just a feint.

It’s no wonder they were a famous mercenary band in the north. In the north, where there were more thieves than magical beasts, an expensive mercenary band would inevitably be experts in person-to-person combat.

“Tear them apart!”

The horsemen, javelins still lodged, began to spread out diagonally. Rumble! The carriage shook violently, as if it could split apart at any moment.

Naturally slowing down the progress.

“He has an axe imbued with demonic power! Do not give him any distance!”

“Prepare to throw—!”

“Conserve the spears! Take them down with slings!”

The distance between them had closed significantly.

Yet, the mercenaries did not let their guard down, maintaining a reasonable distance while planning to finish with ranged attacks.

“Come out!”

At that moment, Khan reached out from the carriage’s cargo space. The party members, who had been huddling due to the shocks, grabbed his hand.

“Huh…!”

In an instant, Khan pulled the party onto the roof of the carriage and held them by his side.

‘What is he doing?’

The actions, seemingly abandoning the carriage, baffled the pursuing mercenaries. It was an incomprehensible decision by common sense.

Jumping off the carriage? Jumping off a moving carriage would naturally lead to injury, and before they could regroup, the mercenary cavalry would have been upon them.

“They’re practically rolling into our mouths!”

Ericson, one of the leaders of the five mercenary bands organized for the pursuit, smiled, revealing his yellow teeth.

“Tear them! Kill them!”

As the horsemen tore apart in the middle.

Those bearing spears closed the distance for the first time, intending to strike the unprotected adversaries openly.

“Jan! Hang in there for the last time!”

“Ugh…!”

Then, Khan, laden with people like baggage, stepped on the partially destroyed roof of the carriage.

Crack—The already half-destroyed roof completely collapsed under him. Maintaining an impressive balance, Khan leaped up.

Thump—!!

“Argh…!”

“Damn it! What the hell is that crazy—!”

The sound of horses colliding and tangling, the sound of necks breaking upon falling, and the screams as limbs were snapped mixed together.

An unimagusnable blow.

With one leap, he literally exploded the carriage. Essentially using the to-be-abandoned carriage as a sort of shrapnel mine.

Being hit with hundreds of wooden splinters left no chance for survival.

Despite being skilled in combat and wearing several layers of armor, their faces were unprotected without helmets, and the horses, not equipped with armor, were exposed to the wooden splinters first.

“Jan! The magic!”

“Ugh…!”

In the meantime, as Khan was about to touch the ground with his feet, Jan, slung over Khan’s shoulder like baggage, reached out a hand towards the ground, muttering a spell.

Whoosh—!

An unseen force enveloped Khan’s falling body, weighed down with his companions. It was the effect of a desperately cast spell by Jan.

The effect of a leap skill that reduced fall damage added to it. Khan, having significantly reduced the shock, let go of his hanging companions and immediately grabbed his axe.

Thud, thud, thud…Suddenly, the cavalry spread out broadly, enclosing the area in a siege.

It was Khan, capable of splitting an averaging knight in half with a single blow. At least in one-on-one combat, Khan’s monstrous strength was almost akin to cheating. However, this was not the case in battles against multiple foes.

‘Troublesome.’

Especially against an elite group with a high average martial prowess, he seemed rather vulnerable.

This was the innate limitation of the warrior class.

Unlike mages who could obliterate dozens or even hundreds with a single spell, the warriors could only exert their strength within the reach of their weapon and arm, no matter how powerful they might be.

Of course, it was possible to overcome this inherent limitation to some extent with artifacts that had cheat-like options or high-grade skills, but-

‘Regrettably, that doesn’t apply to me.’

“Everyone, get ready. Jan, recover as much as you can.”

What else could be done?

One had to prove that for barbarian, an axe and two fists were sufficient.

[You have me too. You crazy human.]

And indeed, he also had a bloodthirsty magic sword.

*

*

*

“Insane.”

“Terrifyingly strong. Is that the notorious Executioner?”

“It must be. It couldn’t possibly be the Great Warrior of the Black Wing Duke, after all.”

This was the conversation among the leaders of the mercenary band.

Ericson of the Iron Teeth murmured softly to himself.

‘Could that really be a half-penny species with no mana?’

The overwhelming brute force that not only confronted but also dominated the cavalry’s charge was breathtaking, and his agility, improbably pairing with his orc-like bulk, felt almost like a disaster.

Crack─!

As the Executioner’s axe once again sprayed blood in all directions, Ericson jerked forward involuntarily, the victim being one of his subordinates.

‘A mad monster.’

While Ericson grimaced, the barbarian darted backward swiftly, tearing apart two cavalrymen with a single blow.

Luckily, they were from another mercenary band.

The next moment, the barbarian crushed the head of a charging cavalryman underfoot.

A single individual was seemingly blocking enemies from all directions.

Were the barbarian’s companions easy opponents, then? Far from it.

“Come at me─!!”

A woman who appeared to be a cold beauty at a glance wielded her spear with extraordinary skill.

She dodged the cavalry’s charge with nimble movements, and accurately threaded her spear through their necks or hearts.

Unlike other mercenaries who learned their swordplay through brawls, her movements clearly came from formal spear training.

‘Could it be, the Spearholder of Palam…?’

With such distinct features, identification was easy.

She was known as one of the guild’s ghosts, appearing out of nowhere to punish mercenaries who broke its rules.

And there was another familiar face.

“Take this, hammer!”

‘That idiot Ron…. Why is he there?’

There were many mercenaries who used large combat hammers, but few matched the combination of an incredibly dumb face and a loud voice.

Among them, that idiot was the most infamous.

Why was someone who should be stuck in the West now in the North, and moreover, accompanying a barbarian proclaimed a minion of demons by the duke? Ericson’s limited imagination couldn’t begin to speculate.

But he was faithful to his task, as a mercenary should be-.

“Yes. Just like a mercenary.”

As Ericson laughed, showing his yellow teeth, the other mercenary band leaders around him did the same.

They all noticed the slowing movement of their prey, running as if their feet were on fire.

The effort of sacrificing their men to drain the enemy’s stamina was proving worthwhile.

It was a strategy befitting mercenaries, and it was incredibly successful.

Ericson donned a helmet molded after an orc’s face.

The helmet’s ornament, mimicking the elongated fangs of an orc, glittered in the sunlight as the Iron Teeth shone.

“Let’s go, friends. Time to catch our prey.”
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Khan muttered under his breath as he split an unarmored rider daring to attack Jan in two with a single swing of his axe.

“Aim for that wench and the sickly ones first!”

“They’re wearing out! Just keep pressing them!”

“This is why dealing with mercenaries is such a hassle…” Khan thought, barely having a moment to wipe the blood splattering across his chest from the cut. He lunged forward again, swinging his axe at the men charging towards Elena.

“I’m fine!” Elena protested.

“No, don’t just charge in recklessly.” Although it was true that Elena could handle an average mercenary easily, the sheer difference in size was an absolute disadvantage. And it was even more so since they were on horseback.

Though Ron and Maya were holding their own quite well, the burden inevitably concentrated on Khan.

“Or perhaps not,” he reconsidered. Being alone would have been even harder. The role of his companions in getting this far was significant. So, it was time—.

“They’re coming.”

Khan sensed it was his moment to exert strength, especially seeing the grotesque figures coming forward, one donning an extremely ugly helmet and another, with teeth like a shark’s, wielding a great sword, and yet another lavished with jewel-encrusted ornaments.

“A big shot’s making an appearance?”

“Heh, they put up a good fight,” replied the man with an orc-like helmet, known as Iron Teeth, his sinister laugh indicating their amusement.

“You have no idea how much it cost to raise those bastards, you damn barbarian.”

How would I know that? Khan snorted. It was the overly adorned one, known amongst them as the Gem Enthusiast.

“A barbarian who can’t even speak properly wouldn’t understand, right? Must be bliss not knowing about money, creature.”

“I seem to be speaking fine? Maybe the devil taught me how, just like he taught orcs.”

The banter among them, Hekel with a saw-toothed sword, the Executioner, and the one called the Red Wolf, was interesting. According to Ron, they were heavy hitters in the mercenary world, far beyond his own price tag.

“The standard here is definitely high.” Even their underlings knew how to fight. The capability of their leader, without even seeing him in action, was somewhat predictable.

“Still, it’s manageable.” Khan breathed deeply.


He was a bit depleted but not enough to diminish his battle prowess. Thankful for this, he stepped forward.

“Scatter!” Too sharp. Khan clicked his tongue at their swift response.

The group dispersed in all directions, leaving only Hekel, the fish-like man with the peculiar great sword, in his place.

“What’s he so confident about?” wondering briefly. Then, Khan’s axe clashed with Hekel’s saw-toothed sword.

A deafening noise erupted, and just as Khan was about to snap Hekel’s neck, his head jerked sideways. A swishing sound and a sensation of part of his shaggy hair being sliced off came from the thin rapier, identifying its wielder without looking.

But he couldn’t reach back.

“Going somewhere?”

Clink—

Hekel’s saw-toothed sword gripped onto Khan’s axe.

Astonishing. To think a mere mercenary, not a knight nor a paladin, could withstand Khan’s strike and still move was preposterous.

“Fabulous! This sword…!”

“Don’t get distracted!”

In front, Hekel’s laughter filled the air while from behind, came the Executioner’s voice, presumably the owner of the rapier, perplexing Khan’s thoughts.

Conversely, his body reacted with agility, shaking off the rapier with a spin, making Hekel’s body follow the motion.

The rapier stabbed again from behind, Khan evaded on the spot with a spin. The delayed sound of the rapier cutting through the air was followed by a stunned exclamation from the Executioner, evidently not expecting Khan to dodge without seeing.

“This, a magical tool, I see.”

“Damn it…!”

Khan kicked Hekel, who was floating in the air as if swung by a cogwheel sword. The impact felt faint. Was Hekel also wearing protective magical tools?

The sound of something breaking indicated that, although disposable, the magical tool indeed provided substantial defense. It saved his life.

However, if he wasn’t out of his mind, he would withdraw on his own. The cogwheel sword, which enabled him to fight Khan, was now lying at Khan’s feet.


Khan withdrew his attention from Hekel.

‘One down.’

“Next.”

As he turned, he saw a muscular figure running away, its back turned. It was like an orc holding a toothpick.

Remembering the ominous aura he felt from the orc’s rapier, Khan swung Draupnir, still in its sheath.

[It’s hot, I tell you!]

What’s it to me? Khan swiped aside a fireball, squinting his eyes.

Bright light burst from the hands of a jewel enthusiast, raising a sparkling ring. The trinkets he wore all over his body were all magical tools.

“You deflect magic?!”

“What can’t the devil’s minion do!”

Iron Tooth Ericson, donning an orc-faced helmet, charged. On the opposite, an executioner with a rapier cautiously closed the distance.

A mace, a rapier, and an axe bestowed with divine sanctity tangled in chaos. Even knights would retreat from a direct clash with Khan, but these foes eagerly engaged.

Moreover, the intermittent attacks they couldn’t ignore posed a problem.

Between knocking away the jewel enthusiast’s spells with the sheath and dodging the incoming rapier, to then deal with the downward slam of the battle mace required wasted movements.

‘Thought they were slackers, but their coordination is damn good.’

What was more irritating was someone standing afar, watching, his face as red as his nickname, ‘Red Wolf’. Not even Guan Yu would…

The issue was that this man lived up to his red-faced reputation.

“Hmm.”

If there was a clear opening during the fight, he twitched his limbs so blatantly as if ready to throw the spear he held.

Naturally, Khan couldn’t help but focus on those movements, which exactly was the man’s strategy.


“You’re not as great as I thought!”

“Yeah, relying on items to show off.”

Iron Tooth’s battle mace pushed back Khan’s axe. Or more accurately, Khan allowed it to be pushed back.

Swoosh. The rapier pierced the air where Khan stood. At that moment, Khan’s eyes gleamed like a predator’s. An opening…

Ssss──!!

A scream erupted from the executioner’s mouth. His arm holding the rapier flew into the air, and Iron Tooth widened his eyes within his helmet.

‘Two.’

As he counted, Khan swung Draupnir down, immediately facing a gray flash striking against the blade. The hefty impact instinctively made him grit his teeth.

‘Guan Yu’s got nothing on him.’

The throwing spear’s power was beyond imagination, considering the slender build of its wielder. It was clear that it, too, was a magical tool.

No need for a museum of magical tools. Muttering complaints, he swung his axe towards the incoming battle mace. Bang-.

From the beginning until now, it was Khan’s psychological warfare without full exertion that shone. As Iron Tooth stumbled back in surprise, Khan thrust his fist towards the orc-faced helmet.

Ting…!

Though the punch missed due to the foe’s evasion attempt, it was enough. The ringing impact was practically fatal. But Khan didn’t let his guard down.

He punched the orc-faced helmet again, and the prideful teeth inside shattered. The sound of magical tools breaking was heard.

The barrier was so brittle it shattered upon impact.

“Now you’re just iron.”

Three. Internally counting, Khan turned towards the remaining foes.

“Next.”

Forcing out the words despite feeling drained elicited a response in the form of a cavalry charge.

“I didn’t call for you.”

Channeling otherworldly strength into Draupnir and swinging it sliced two pairs of rider and mount cleanly in half. Their lack of armor made them easy targets without needing sophisticated sword skills.

‘They’re holding up well.’

Taking a brief moment to glance at his comrades, to his surprise, they were faring better than expected.”Left! Next, break through to the front!”

Ron directed their positions with frequent changes, effectively navigating their assault, and his directions were remarkably accurate.

Unlike before, where he used his skills unconsciously, he now seemed to handle them with considerable proficiency.

It was the same in the game. As time passed, NPCs also grew alongside players, awakening to new skills, and Ron had started with a guiding skill.

Having traversed numerous battlefields with Khan, it was only natural for his growth curve to be steep.

“I’ll block them with a spell!”

With Jan, having recovered, joining in, the situation seemed to have gotten more comfortable. At least, there seemed no immediate need for Khan’s assistance.

Swoosh.

In the meantime, Khan, who had nonchalantly dealt with an attacking rider with a swat like shooing away a bug, flashed a grin.

“The other two. Not coming at me?”

His smirk, like that of a wolf in front of its prey, sent shivers down the spines of those who had mistaken themselves for hunters, making them tremble.

*

*

*

“Well, is that all?”

“A monster…”

“Do you have a set phrase to say before dying? Is that it for you guys?”

Khan, having severed the life threads of the remaining two – the executioner and red wolf – shook off his axe.

‘The loot’s not bad.’

Though he couldn’t check everything due to the lack of leisure, just looting the equipment dropped by the mercenary leaders promised significant gains.

Especially, the gem aficionado was practically a walking museum of magical artifacts, and finding the right buyer could easily net dozens of gold coins.

Above all, among their equipment. Hekel’s sawtooth sword, Ironfang’s hammer, and the Executioner’s rapier were not ordinary magical artifacts.

‘All these, they are not your replicas?’

[A replica? Such shoddy fakes can’t even pass as my imitations!]

Contrary to Draupnir’s furious clamor, there was no doubt that these weapons of the mercenary leaders were replicas of the cursed sword.

However, one aspect was concerning.

‘There are no signs of blood draining.’

Both Draupnir and its replicas showed similar signs of use – causing frenzy and draining blood from their wielders.

But that wasn’t the case with these men.

They were coherent enough to perform intricate combined attacks, and their corpses showed no signs of blood drainage.

‘The Followers of Truth… did the puppeteer gain something new?’

It wasn’t an unreasonable thought.

After all, the puppeteer wasn’t killed in the previous battle. The less-than-satisfactory rise in experience points proved that.

“Hey, boss. Mostly cleared up here. Left about three horses alive…”

“We don’t need horses. We’re going to counterattack from here. Well… maybe one could be useful.”

“…Seriously? If what they said is true, it’d be better to increase our distance. It’s not far to our destination from here.”

“If they tail us, they won’t show themselves. Better to set the stage so they have to appear.”

Ron looked puzzled but seemed to agree with Khan’s plan. He decided to trust and follow Khan based on his actions thus far.

And Khan quietly revised the plan.

‘Assuming the puppeteer is with the duke, they would’ve sent someone capable of inflicting a severe injury on me…’

The mercenary band was initially sent as hounds to pin him down, indicating the real threat lay elsewhere.

It could be the elite troops who had been with the duke on various battlefields, or knights protecting the duke’s side. Or even both.

“Jan. How many spells can you use?”

“Big ones, about three… With enough time, possibly more. Though, I’d have to use magic stones…”

“We have some from these guys, use those. And Elena, let me know what blessings you can use. Maya, take this and…”

Recently, though he tended to solve problems by sheer force, Khan originally preferred a more thoughtful approach.

Blocking variables, dissecting the enemy’s algorithms and patterns to select the optimal move…

‘It’s been a while.’

Feeling as if he had returned to the days when he played ‘Midland Quest’ on the computer, Khan unwittingly wore a smile on his lips.

And when the duke’s flag and six figures revealed themselves, it was just as Khan and his group had finished preparing.

“This, it seems it’s going to be closer than thought.”

TL’s Corner:

The adventure is getting harder that Khan is about to use some brain cells.
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Chapter 072: Rebellion (4)

“Hmm, that one over there? The barbarian the Duke mentioned.”

“Yes, that’s right. The very same barbarian who spread the curse in the North, known in Al-Lorenze as the Executioner. There are rumors that he’s the culprit.”

“Such a grand nickname. It sounds somewhat familiar… Oh, isn’t Sir Alvaro from that place? Do you know anything?”

“…No.”

“Quite stoic.”

“Enough with the idle chatter. It seems they are also prepared for something.”

Sir Rodrigo, who was informally regarded as the leader among the Duke’s knights, stopped the frivolous talk among them.

Though he was of relatively small stature and slim build, it was evident from the subtle respect the other knights afforded him that they considered him a formidable figure.

“Tsk. That fellow has grown stronger.”

Sir Martin, who had been teasing Alvaro from Al-Lorenze with a light tone, clicked his tongue briefly.

Until just a few weeks ago, they were knights of a marquess, but they had since become known as the Royal Guards of the Duchy of Elpellan. However, that hadn’t made them any stronger.

Of course, they did receive better treatment and higher-quality equipment-.

“If they’re at this level, perhaps even the true Royal Guards of the royal family would have to step aside.”

But the seasoned knight, who had served the Duke for half a century, exhibited an entirely different level of ferocity, as if he was a different person. Even before, he was considered one of the strongest among the Duke’s knights, but now he was simply in a different league.

Swallowing his doubts about the old knight, Martin turned his attention to the immediate situation.

Sir Rodrigo was approaching their target.

“As if to prove he’s the devil’s underling. You made quite the spectacle, barbarian… Still, if you surrender now, the Duke has promised mercy. He said he would forgive you if you reversed the curse you spread in the North.”

“What a generous mercy.”

Despite the clear sarcasm, Rodrigo didn’t show much reaction.


Martin thought it resembled a quiet fury. Cold and refined…

This loyal old knight wasn’t one to let insults to his lord slide with such grace.

“You refuse then.”

“You came here intending to do this from the start, didn’t you?”

The barbarian turned out to have a sharp tongue, which surprised Martin so much that he unwittingly whistled.

He immediately received a stern look from Rodrigo and had to nod in acknowledgment.

“So… What will you do? It doesn’t quite seem fitting for a knight of your stature to draw your sword first in such a situation.”

Cough, cough. After clearing his throat, Martin raised Rodrigo’s pride.

It wasn’t entirely flattery; knights typically put their honor and lord’s commands first and despised the idea of a disorganized rush to fight.

Especially after becoming the Duke’s Royal Guards, this tendency had grown stronger.

‘Hmm, who will step forward first? Himes is a cunning one, so he’ll wait. Perhaps Pedro or Flora, who pride themselves on their honor, might….’

“If possible, I would like to step forward. Sir Rodrigo.”

“Alvaro, you?”

Not only Rodrigo but also Martin showed surprise at Alvaro’s sudden willingness to fight.

After losing his lord in a mysterious incident and loyally serving his lord’s first wife, who eventually joined the ducal family, Alvaro had become a Royal Guard almost by default.

Yet, he had remained quiet, only involving himself in matters concerning the Duke’s first wife, until he suddenly expressed a desire to fight.

“You’re certainly capable. But don’t be careless. There’s no telling what kind of deceitful trickery he might use.”

“…There won’t be any. Not from me, at least.”

As Rodrigo’s brows furrowed with further doubt, the barbarian, who had been silently watching the exchange, spoke up.

“I wouldn’t call you cowards for attacking all at once.”


“Still as insolent as ever. Disgusting barbarian.”

“Do you know me? Because I’ve never seen a tin can quite like you before.”

“…Even your cheeky tongue is just the same as before.”

Wait, do they actually know each other? Martin quickly realized that this barbarian from Al-Lorenze, the Executioner, had a connection to Alvaro.

And it was a connection that seemed rather significant.

“Draw your weapon, barbarian. I will kill you and offer your head to our lord’s grave.”

“…Though I have no idea whose grave you’re talking about, I’ll just say it’s impossible.”

“Charge─!”

Even from a distance, the chilling hostility was so intense Martin flinched in alarm.

It seemed the other knights felt the same way. Then, the barbarian lifted an axe in his hand, and Alvaro vanished from sight. He moved that quickly.

With a thud, Alvaro, his body strengthened by the aura, appeared right in front of the barbarian. Martin was surprised that Alvaro had been hiding his full strength and was utterly shocked by what followed.

“Is this the power of a demon…?!”

Flora, the only female knight among the dukes’, exclaimed with a strained voice, and Martin nearly found himself nodding in agreement.

Incredibly, the barbarian managed to block Alvaro’s aura-wrapped sword with just an axe and without showing any sign of strain. In fact, he counteracted with a twist of the axe handle, easily diverting the sword.

“Gasp!”

However, Alvaro, revealing his full power, was not to be underestimated.

With a twist of his wrist, he blocked the barbarian’s maneuver and, wrapping his gauntlet with aura, swung it like a whip. Boom!

A heavy shockwave followed, pushing the barbarian back, leaving a long furrow in his wake.

There, Alvaro slashed down with his sword, far too distant for a normal strike, but for an aura-imbued knight, it was well within reach.

The aura stretched forth, directly aiming at the barbarian, its size so large that Martin, watching from behind, was taken aback.


‘Impressive.’

It was an honest admiration. Even Martin himself couldn’t have managed such a powerful aura strike in such a short time. The barbarian, even with demon powers, seemed to be at his end….

“Ah, I remember now.”

That’s when the barbarian, wearing a strange smile on his face, spoke up.

“The one who prattled about truth and got beaten down by the Guild Master.”

“Shut─up─!”

It was a storm of aura. The currents of aura emanating from Alvaro’s enraged sword seemed like they would completely swallow up the barbarian.

For a race unable to wield mana, this was akin to a death sentence.

The barbarian’s response was straightforward. Swinging his axe with all his might several times, he fended off the aura.

It was unclear to Martin how that was even possible, but it seemed like a trivial matter for the barbarian.

“You did improve a bit, didn’t you? Last time you were utterly pathetic.”

Alvaro responded to the blatant mockery with another surge of aura.

But it was different this time. The aura around Alvaro’s sword formed a vortex, gradually shaping into a massive greatsword, at least twice his size.

This time, the barbarian couldn’t simply stand and take it, opting to retreat.

The giant aura greatsword smashed into the ground, leaving a deep scar and charged directly towards the barbarian.

Scrunch. Crash──!!

A series of sounds too grand to be believed to be made by a human-crafted sword echoed.

Armour crumpling and rocks shattering under the consecutive sword strikes left the barbarian helpless and completely on the defensive.

“It’s more underwhelming than expected. To think a servant of demons, a barbarian, would be this challenging. Is Sir Alvaro that strong.”

“Indeed. To think Sir Alvaro was this powerful. I doubt I could have lasted long.”

The upright Flora and the sly Himes discussed loudly, prompting Martin to shake his head.

‘That’s not it.’

Alvaro, at his full power, is strong. But the movements of the barbarian were also beyond ordinary.

Martin watched the duel between the two superhumans with a serious gaze.

Crack! Boom─!

The barbarian, with agility belying his size, dodged all of Alvaro’s strikes, reducing the impact with a diagonally held axe and leveraging the push to regain distance.

Then, pulling a dagger from his belt and throwing it, despite the unstable posture, he accurately aimed for a seam in the armor.

Though Alvaro blocked it with his aura greatsword, rendering it ineffective, Martin paid attention to the barbarian’s throwing technique.

‘Barbarians are usually said to rely on superior physical capabilities or instinctual combat skills alone. But this one…’

The ability to minimize impact by fitting the axe into the path of the sword strikes with improvised skill and precision. And above all-.

“This should surprise him too. Though defeating him seems unlikely.”

“Arghhh─!”

What surprised him most was the barbarian’s cunning tongue.

Having heard that most barbarian could barely speak, this one provocatively taunted Alvaro in fluent kingdom language.And how terribly sharp-tongued he was, it made one wonder if it was really Alvaro, known for his lack of emotional disturbance, reacting so violently.

“What should I do…?”

Martin caressed the sword hanging at his waist, wetting his lips.

“It’s more sluggish than I thought. The barbarian’s party doesn’t seem inclined to make a move either… I don’t know what they’re plotting, but I hate how this is dragging on…”

“Cough!”

Despite his efforts to suppress it, a moan that couldn’t be held back caught Martin’s attention. It had burst out from Alvaro’s mouth.

Alvaro, stepping back hesitantly, had a dent in the chest plate of his armor.

It was the result of Khan’s fist, striking precisely in a moment of vulnerability, as he continued to attack, carried away by his emotions.

“Damn, that’s tough.”

Martin thought he didn’t understand the extent of the barbarity of his own action.

The armor that knights equip offers significant protection in itself.

Even a normal spear or sword could hardly produce more than a slight shock against it.

Moreover, knights who had reached a certain level could thinly coat their armor with aura.

Already sturdy, the armor under the protection of aura became an absolute fortress.

Above all, all the knights of the Duke were wearing armor engraved with protective spells.

He had crushed it with his bare fists?

It wasn’t something that could be done simply with a strong physique.

Even the great warriors of the Black Wing Duke and the famed Green-skin brutes would find it difficult.

‘The power of a demon…!’

Yes. That was clearly proof of borrowing the power of a demon!

Having been dubious up until now, Martin was now convinced that this barbarian truly was a minion of a demon.

Swoosh-.

There was no room to worry about a one-on-one duel or the honor of a knight.

Martin may have been mediocre in both swordsmanship and physical training among the knights of the Duke, but the area he was confident in was fully revealed.

Martin, who had been watching the situation from a distance, unknowingly stepped forward.

With aura exploding from beneath his soles, Martin’s form accelerated instantly, appearing behind Alvaro, who was being pushed back by the impact.

It was an insane acceleration. Martin closed the distance in an instant, following the motion he had prepared and thrust his sword forward.

Having realized the presence of an intruder to the duel, Alvaro tried to say something, but Martin’s sword was much faster.

‘I’ll take at least one of his arms!’

As usual for minions of demons, when cornered, they resort to desperation, calling on their master for strength. Martin aimed to gain the maximum advantage from the initial surprise.

Martin’s sword stabbed forward with explosive speed. The barbarian, seemingly unable to react, was in the midst of swinging his axe at Alvaro.

It was a success. Martin cheered within the accelerated time.

“Just as I thought. Honorless tin cans.”

What? Martin had no time to react.

Suddenly, a bright light exploded from below. Before he could realize it was a magic circle, an intangible force shoved Martin strongly, causing the trajectory of his sword to veer off, piercing empty air.

Bang─.

The after-sound followed belatedly.

Without even a moment to feel dismayed, Martin twisted his waist, planning to strike the barbarian down from mid-air.

“Watch out there.”

Then, the barbarian smirked vilely.

Martin swung his sword in a large arc, not at the barbarian, but toward his own side. Clang…!

It was a throwing spear. Despite being reinforced with aura or a magical device, his hand went numb.

Martin instinctively stared in the direction the spear came from, but swiftly realized it was already too late to turn his attention back to the barbarian.

“Let’s see how you like the taste of an evil axe.”

The sight filled between the openings of his helmet, the barbarian’s axe was right in front of Martin’s nose.

There was no scream. A sound similar to chopping wood was heard, and the barbarian’s axe deeply embedded into Martin’s face, turning the knight of the Duke’s Royal Guard into nothing more than an axe stand.

“……”

“……”

The knights watched the scene with dumbfounded eyes.

The barbarian let out a scoff at the fervent stares.

“Is it because it’s a demon’s axe? The performance is exceptional.”
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Khan casually sneered at the knights, pretending to be unfazed, and then took shallow breaths to collect himself.

“Crazy tin can bastard. Thought you were dead.”

From the aggressive posturing, it seemed like the fellow ranked as Tin Can No. 3 had launched a surprise attack, and Khan had almost taken a hit due to a delayed reaction.

If not for Elena’s blessing increasing his agility stat, he might have ended up with a substantial injury.

Still, things had gone according to the original plan.

“I did figure that getting into a scuffle with Tin Can No. 4 would attract some others.”

After all, these were the sorts who would shout about honor only in words, weren’t they knights?

By creating a gap with the magic circle prepared by Jan, Khan managed to significantly reduce their numbers.

Tin Can No. 4, having been hit squarely in the chest, was sure to be out of breath for a while, though his body, enhanced by aura, would recover sooner or later.

“Now, this is where the real challenge begins.”

He twirled the handle of his axe in his hand while continuously babbling to keep his mouth moving.

“Who’s next? Trying to salvage what remains of your already tarnished honor, are you?… Why didn’t you all gang up from the beginning?”

There were five Tin Cans left.

The one presumed to be Tin Can No. 2 had a surprisingly delicate body, seemingly a rarity among knights for being a woman.

Her weapon was a thin, short rapier, likely favoring stabbing akin to an executioner.

Tin Can No. 3 had already been dealt with, No. 4 was out of commission for now…

Tin Can No. 5 wielded dual swords judging by the long swords strapped on either hip, and the lowest ranking No. 6 used a scimitar-like blade reminiscent of what Green-Skin warriors might wield.

‘As for the most crucial, the Tin Can leader…’

He was unreadable.


While he wielded a standard long sword and appeared to wear finer armor than the others, his true skill level remained elusive.

Khan, who had recently found his instincts sharpened, still found it tough to even roughly gauge the leader’s capability.

The self-proclaimed Duke leading the rebels was originally a high noble.

If his strength was to be considered the greatest among them, he should be overwhelmingly more powerful compared to the other knights Khan had faced. Yet, to not be able to estimate his strength at all?

‘The best I can do is hold out as long as I can. After all, my goal isn’t to kill them all…’

Khan steeled himself, swallowing the tension.

“Hey, am I talking to myself here? Just come at me.”

“How dare you, a mere half-breed. Relying on the power of demons, you boast confidently.”

At that moment, the female knight, Tin Can No. 2, stepped forward drawing her sword, followed sequentially by Nos. 5 and 6. Luckily, the Tin Can leader seemed not to intervene.

‘This should be….’

There was no need for further strategizing, for the Tin Can trio had already lunged forward.

The first to strike was indeed No. 2. Though not as swift as No. 3, her speed was considerable. Blocking with his axe held horizontally, a heavy aura blast pushed back against him.

The power of a piercing strike, which would surely have significant impact, was challenging to deal with. This is why knights were so troublesome; aura could be utilized in so many ways as long as the user had the capability.

From the flank, the dual swords aimed for the ribs.

The sneaky gaze, similar to that of a serpent’s, flickered through the mesh of his armor. Khan managed to deflect one blade with his axe, but the other sword extended its aura in a swift motion.

He jerked his head back as far as possible to dodge. A blast followed the trajectory of the sword, pushing air away and causing a slight ringing in his ears.

Feeling nauseous and irritated, Khan kicked out.

But it was in vain. Tin Can No. 6, having intercepted with the flat of his blade, unbalanced Khan, leaving him vulnerable to No. 2’s rapier stabbing into his shoulder.

[Leap]

Using No. 6’s sword as a stepping stone, Khan leaped backward.


He rolled on the ground a few times but managed a fairly successful evasion, opening Aecharis’s pouch with a satisfied smile.

[Too late.]

‘Chatterbox.’

Listening to Draupnir cackle in his head, Khan gripped the magic sword and the axe blessed by the goddess in each hand.

The Tin Cans, having seen him pull weapons out of thin air, chattered about him using demonic powers, making Khan chuckle along with Draupnir.

‘Guess it is demonic power, after all.’

As if a signal wasn’t needed, the fight resumed.

Tin Cans No. 2 and No. 6 attacked simultaneously from both sides, with No. 5, wielding the dual swords, following behind.

Khan swung his axe and magic sword, blocking the first strike. Or rather, he pushed back.

Even the aura-enhanced bodies of the Tin Cans could not fully withstand Khan’s strength, resulting in a slight break in their stance. Seizing the momentary gap…

With a thud, Khan lunged forward, swinging down the magic sword while airborne. Tin Can No. 2, barely managing to block in an unstable stance, was driven into the ground, and Khan halted his axe mid-descent.

“Don’t mess around!”

It was a flurry of strikes from the dual blades.

As the pair of blades generated countless illusions, swirling chaotically towards him, Khan’s eyes darted swiftly to find an opening.Distinguishing between the real and the fake was meaningless, for every trajectory of aura was an attack with substance. Swords clashed with axes, the blue light of aura breaking more than ten times in quick succession. As the count surpassed twenty, Khan’s movements gradually began to entangle.

In contrast, Tin Can No. 5’s swordsmanship grew more complex as time passed.

“Damn.” Khan had not even realized when he had closed his eyes, so focused was he on tracking and countering the dual swords. Khan’s straightforward, efficient wielding stood in stark contrast to a knight’s systematic technique, making their differences glaringly obvious.

The flow had to be broken.

Boom!

Giving up on countering the rapid attacks, Khan instead charged forward, accruiting more wounds on his body. Yet, Khan stepped forward as if unfamiliar with pain, pushing Tin Can No. 5 steadily backward. It wasn’t a conscious defense but a natural outcome, partly led by Khan.

Even a body enhanced by aura can’t hold its breath indefinitely. Khan, waiting for the moment when the rapid attacks dulled, gleamed in his eyes and took another step forward.


One breath.

“…!” Tin Can No. 5, startled by the dangerously closed distance, attempted to push Khan away.

That was his mistake. Instead of receiving the blow, he should have leaped back to create more distance. At this close range, the sword’s power couldn’t be fully unleashed. Khan’s axe blazed as he instinctively found the perfect distance, tearing open Tin Can No. 5’s chest while splattering blood on his own shoulder. In return, Tin Can No. 2’s triple-bladed sword not only pierced Khan’s shoulder but also gouged deeply into his flesh.

Yet, Khan did not stop, stepping even further forward.

He narrowly dodged a longsword scraping past his side. He used the hilt of his magic sword to beat on Tin Can No. 5’s head. Rolling on the ground, he avoided another triple-bladed sword, and as a longsword aimed for his head from above, he defended with his axe. He then threw his magic sword, piercing Tin Can No. 5’s abdomen. The shocked cries of his enemies slightly uplifted his mood.

‘One down.’

What mattered in a fight against many?

A wide field of vision to capture the movement of many at once? The concentration to consistently defend against attacks from all sides? Or the overpowering force to dominate multiple foes single-handedly?

None of these.

‘The most important thing in a fight is momentum. Overwhelmed by numbers? It’s still the momentum! You must tear into them like a starving beast!’

The bastard responsible for the warrior’s trial had said. Khan had scoffed at it as nonsense, but now he deeply understood the meaning of those words.

“Lady Flora! This one, he seems oblivious to pain!”

“It must be the devil’s power! More importantly, let’s finish this…!”

It hurts like hell. No matter how often I experienced it, pain never became familiar. The cuts felt as if they were being burnt. But it’s okay. I’m used to enduring.

Even amidst taking hits, the way Khan managed to finish off Tin Can No. 5 must have been striking.

Fear appeared in the eyes of Tin Can No. 2 and 6. The fear that they too could be devoured had settled in their minds.

That was exactly what Khan intended.

Fear ties down the feet and adds unnecessary hesitation to movements.

“Uuuuaaa…!”

Just then, Tin Can No. 4, who had been focusing on recovery, screamed out, seemingly enraged by the fact he had been hit. Khan smirked and charged towards him.

“Wait, Sir Alvaro!”

“Better to join forces… Damn it. Sir Rodrigo! How long do you plan to just watch?”

The magic sword flew to Khan’s hand on its own, thanks to having previously bound it with Arachne’s Silence.

Tin Can No. 4 swung his greatsword with no interest in increasing his arsenal, overtaken by emotion rather than the sophisticated skill of before.

“This suits me just fine!”

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

Tin Can No. 4’s aura-imbued greatsword felt heavier than before, but to Khan, it now seemed lighter. He believed he could sever Alvaro’s head at any moment if he so desired.

However, he refrained.

To the enemies, Khan appeared to be steadily pushed back by Alvaro’s fierce sword strikes.

‘Come closer…’

By chance or desperate hope, Khan sensed Tin Can No.s 2 and 6 slowly closing the distance from behind.

Tin Can No. 1 had no intention of stepping in, staying right where he was from the beginning. What he was thinking—watching his comrades dying without moving a muscle—Khan didn’t bother to speculate.

‘I see it.’

Khan, withstanding the expanding aura of Tin Can No. 4, detected Tin Can No. 6 targeting his back with dozens of needle-shaped auras and Tin Can No. 2 aiming a lethal strike at his heart amidst his struggle to defend.

The knights, each revealing their hidden aces, launched a ferocious attack.

It was a future not yet sealed but a death sentence that loomed inevitably close, unescapable through an exhausted body and mind. Struggling might reduce their numbers by one, but that would be all.

“I see it.”

Another scene unfolded.

Predicting the aura of Tin Can No. 4, which seems to soar into the sky, Khan dodges its trajectory, and evaded Tin Can No. 6’s dagger with a leap.

Cough!

Once again, the tri-blade of Tin Can No. 2 pierced a large hole in Khan’s abdomen. What principle is this based on? It seemed like Tin Can No. 2’s blade chased Khan and struck on its own.

How many times has he seen his own death in a future yet to unfold? Unclear. The flow of time was bizarre. It felt as if thousands of hours had passed, yet also as if not even a moment had elapsed.

It was as though he was trapped in a crevice of time. And then—

“I see it!”

A seed sprouted.

─Acquired Combat Foresight (C) skill.

─Due to the effect of the Ancient Bloodline, Combat Foresight (C) grade increases. Acquired Combat Foresight (B).

[Combat Foresight (B) – 01%]

─Activates solely in combat situations.

“This is the end for you─!”

The explosive aura of Tin Can No. 4 casts a giant shadow overhead.

And the aura of Tin Can No. 6 transforms into dozens of daggers targeting the back, while Tin Can No. 2 vanishes from sight.

Everything was exactly as foreseen in the vision. At that moment, Khan did not hesitate and grasped the uncertain possibility of the future. The sole possibility leading to victory.

He blocks the great sword of Tin Can No. 4 with his magic sword.

Even Khan’s strength felt the shock making his shoulders tingle. And then, Khan’s hand moved at a strange angle.

Adjusting the magic sword’s blade to point towards the ground, the great sword’s aura scraped against the blade’s edge, flowing downwards.

Crash─!

The overturned earth and flowing soil obscured the view between Tin Can No. 4 and Khan. Khan sprang into the air. The aura daggers fired by Tin Can No. 6 were seen hammering the defenseless Tin Can No. 4.

“Now for the last.”

[Scout (D)]

Even then, Tin Can No. 2 had not revealed itself. Had the future seen in the foresight ended? Just as his tensely raised shoulders began to relax,

A sound—

Clang─!

The axe, strengthened by a goddess’s blessing, seemed to cry out. But he blocked it.

“What……!”

Following the surprised voice of Tin Can No. 2 and turning his head, the silhouette of the creature, wavering faintly, lay at Khan’s feet. Its blade, too, was twisted and grown like a serpent.

A blade designed to extend from the start. A high-grade spell or artifact built to easily deceive lower grade scouting skills.

Was this the reason he was utterly defenseless in the foresight? Tin Can No. 2’s finishing move was as sinister as that of a first-class assassin rather than a knight.

‘Well, its usefulness diminishes the moment it’s discovered.’

At least for an ambush, it was as good as a lethal blow. No wonder it was flustered like that…

“Ugh….”

That was also why it died.

Turning away from Tin Can No. 2, who had become as good as an axe handle along with Tin Can No. 3,

“Again, two. And then……”

Two cans remained alive.

*

*

*

“I thought at least one arm would have been lost by now. To catch them all, impressive.”

“Ptui.”

Khan spits in response to the old man praising him for killing all his companions, gripping the magic sword and axe firmly.

It was natural for his hands to be faintly trembling.

He was tired. The prolonged chase and several battles had pushed Khan’s body to its limit.

Even the sturdy body of a barbarian warrior was, after all, mortal. It was bound to tire. But—

“One last.”

He smiled as if it was nothing.

Enduring. Bearing. Pretending as if nothing mattered was one of his few specialties.

“I’m not sure what you had in mind by leaving these tin cans to die…”

The same was true this time.

“I assure you.”

Khan thought of only one thing.

To hold on. Until Ron, not present here, does his part.

“Old man. You’ll never kill me.”

At these words, Tin Can No. 1…

No, the sole knight trusted by the Duke flashed a bright smile.
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Indeed, the knights of the high nobility were formidable. Their well-trained bodies, enhanced by aura, exuded a monstrous strength, the sheer weight of the aura itself, and the skill of the knights handling it — none of the knights Argon Kingdom had faced until now were as strong as these.

‘…But they’re not beyond handling.’

In reality, Khan had succeeded in killing four of the Duke’s knights on his own. Although he benefited from his combat foresight skill in the process, he was confident that even without acquiring the skill, he would have ultimately survived and killed them all.

However…

“The grand warrior of the Black Wing Duke was just like you. He dared to challenge me without knowing his place, full of confidence that he would win. Such a barbaric, worthless race…”

The way the veteran knight looked at him with a smile torn wide across his face, as if glaring with anger, gave Khan the intuition that this fight would not be easy.

“I should have exchanged swords with him even if it was just lightly at that time. It’s inevitable that we would collide with the Black Wing Duke in the process of pursuing our lord’s great cause. I would have liked to compare the gap between the grand warrior that the Black Wing Duke always leads and you.”

“Talkative, aren’t you? Don’t feel like fighting?”

“Haha- Don’t be so impatient. After facing four opponents who could even match the empire’s lower-ranking knights and still standing to face me, you deserve at least a brief moment of rest.”

Madman. Khan regulated his breathing while rolling these words in his mind.

Although the unexpected kindness was unsettling, he indeed needed time to rest.

‘I’m too drained.’

He was about to face the real deal now, but his stamina was already scraping the bottom.

After being chased for days without proper rest and engaging in fight after fight… It was almost only thanks to the ‘Vessel of Greed’ that his stamina recovered enough to keep standing.

“…If I’m to rest anyway, might as well ask something.”

“Whether I’ll answer or not is another matter. But go ahead, ask.”

“Your orders. Was killing me here everything?”

“Did you think that all the knights moved just to catch you? Don’t overestimate yourself. Though, it did prove to be worth moving everyone in the end. Your case was just a side task.”

“Did that mission also include burying all the former knights?”


The veteran knight replied with a ‘What do you think?’ instead of a direct answer.

Khan could not fathom why the Duke, who could be toppled by a rebellion at any moment, would bury the precious asymmetric force of knights alive.

“Even so, let me tell you one thing, the hounds you killed dared to form a military faction in the north, collecting taxes and other audacious acts.”

“So, they were disposed of?”

“Disposed of? They dared to claim themselves as military factions within the Grand Duchy’s territory. And then, shaking their tails when the Duke gave them tasks. That’s why they died. Because they were stupid…”

‘What’s the Duke’s intention?’

Even in this brief conversation, the cunning loyalist did not reveal his intentions easily. Unlike other knights, it was clear that he was quite skilled in political rhetoric.

‘It doesn’t make sense to dispose of all the knights when they’re in desperate need of forces.’

Actually, if Khan were to talk common sense, the Duke’s declaration of independence was the issue.

To impulsively begin a grand plan that not even an abundance of preparation could fulfill? This was not confidence, but the act of a madman.

“The sound of your brain working is almost audible to me. I’ll take that as a signal that it might be time to start the fight.”

The sword slid out of the veteran knight’s sheath smoothly, its familiar shape making Khan furrow his brow.

“Let’s see if my sword can be received like those others’.”

Despite his words, the old man started walking toward him very slowly, his movements suggesting he wanted Khan to attack first.

Under normal circumstances, this would seem like an opportunity not to be missed. However, Khan could not rashly make the first move, deterred by the dark red aura emanating from the old man’s sword.

“Is that something you picked up in a market…?”

[You insane human! As if that could be the case!]

Regardless of Draupnir’s raving, Khan’s attention was entirely focused on the replica in the old knight’s hand.

While Khan’s Draupnir was a replica, it inherited some of the original sword’s resentful spirit, partially retaining the magic sword’s original performance. Effects such as soul consumption, wound aggravation, and blood curses were examples.

In contrast, the effect was merely like the remnants of true blood curses.


‘The mercenaries, and now this old man’s replica, it’s entirely different.’

The effect of the blood curse to harden the body was the same, yet without any sign of blood being drained. A power that turns even ordinary people into superhumans without any drawbacks.

Furthermore, the replica wielded by the old man in front of him dripped dark red energy continuously.

“Have you exchanged your aura for something else, old man?”

Khan taunted, and the old man replied with a leisurely attitude.

“Do I look like I need to use aura?”

He was indeed invisible. Khan muttered under his breath before gripping his magic sword and axe as usual. The distance between him and the veteran knight had quickly reduced to ten steps—a range at which both a knight and a barbarian warrior could swiftly close in for the first strike.

‘This should do…!’

He was faster. He would utilize the leap-based lateral movement, a technique proven effective in a border town, to confront the strongest knight of the north.

Boom─.

Khan’s advance, crushing the ground beneath his heel, evoked the force of an armored cavalryman, though his speed far outmatched that of the horseman.

Any ordinary knight would be caught off guard and lose the momentum, undoubtedly.

However.

“You’re quite fast.”

The veteran knight effortlessly parried Khan’s strike. Despite his body being fortified with blood magic, he grimaced from the effort but did not retreat.

The knight’s muscular physique and the weight of his armor, coupled with his superior martial skills, allowed him to stand firm like a great tree.

Then came a fierce counterattack.

Whoosh!

A single motion produced three overlapping sword strikes. Khan stepped back as the swift thrusts, rapid enough to blur the tip of the sword, left a faint line of a cut on his skin.

Immediately, Khan’s axe aimed for the knight’s shoulder. Without even retracting his sword, the knight twisted his wrist to deflect the axe and then kicked at Khan’s abdomen with the tip of his boot.


Thump─!

With quick reflexes, Khan managed to block with his magic sword and shield his upper body with the axe. Thud! The heavy impact hammered against the blade of the axe.

There was no time to be astonished by the smooth transition.

A sword wreathed in blood-red energy coiled like a serpent, aiming for his lower body.

‘Insane!’

It was as if the first strike was meant to lure him into this attack. Defense and evasion were impossible.

Sensing this, Khan instead dove towards the knight’s right side.

Screech!

Skin was torn with pain, but thankfully, it didn’t bore a hole through his leg.

That was enough. Gritting his teeth, Khan swung down his magic sword, aiming to cleave the knight in two.

Clang──!

The clash between the magic sword and the knight’s gauntlet rang loudly. The knight’s body swayed under the brute force, capable of smashing a greenskin into mush.

Both withdrew as if by mutual agreement after exchanging strikes. Khan, bleeding from his left leg, and the knight, tearing off his partly crushed gauntlet— it was clear who suffered more damage.

‘It’s like hitting iron, not flesh.’

And the bleeding from the thigh wound wouldn’t stop.

Meanwhile, the knight, surprised by Khan’s unimagusnable strength, stiffened his face but freely moved his arm after discarding the shattered gauntlet.

“This is ridiculous, facing not a person but a greenskin warrior…”

[Throw]

An impromptu throw, as if to say he had no intention of watching him chatter.

With his throwing skill nearly perfected to 99%, the axe, trailed by a spiraling gust, headed straight for the knight.

Just as the knight, checking the condition of his arm, casually attempted to deflect the axe with a blood-red aura around him.

But the force behind the thrown axe exceeded his imagination. Even the unique swordsmanship boasting odd trajectories was useless at this moment.

Crackling……!

The knight involuntarily began to retreat. A strike that turned even an undead, bred from a troll variant, into a mere puddle of blood.

The knight’s eyes blazed.

“Grmph!”

With a shout, his blood-red aura swelled. It looked as if burning flames were about to consume the knight. However, the flames did not consume the old man.

Crack. Boom──!!

With a loud explosion, the blood-red mirage was torn to shreds by the tornado brought by the axe. Yet, the knight remained unharmed.

His eyes still ablaze, but without a scratch on him.

“This barbaric brute…!”

Yet, something was off. The knight, who had always maintained a calm demeanor, now overflowed with rage as if he had transformed into someone else.

“Come hither!”

The charge, in stark contrast to the earlier silence despite his armor, was violent. The old knight, with eyes bloodshot red and leaving footprints with every step, bore a resemblance to a beast-like demon as he ran.

“Phew.”

Clang!

Just then, Khan, having gulped down half of a potion imbued with healing powers and sprinkled the rest on his body, let out a breath. Even a potion blessed by Elena herself showed no signs of healing the bleeding in his thigh and the shallow sword wounds. Nevertheless, feeling slightly rejuvenated, Khan considered it sufficient.

Magic swords and their replicas collided.

Red and dark red energies intermingled chaotically, as if devouring each other, expanding their territory.

“Amateur swordsmanship!”

A slashing move from a diagonal direction suddenly changed its trajectory, aiming for the heart in a stabbing motion. With the flexibility of a creature lacking joints controlling the sword, Khan found himself consistently outmaneuvered.

Till now, Khan had overturned the technical gap with his overwhelming physical abilities. Once his strength stat surpassed 50, he had secured victories against knights using the same fighting style. However, the shortcomings of his approach were now glaringly evident.

“Your lower and upper body move separately! I heard that the great warrior of the Black Wing Duke is the best warrior who can skillfully handle close combat, What is this sorry state?” The opponent was a high-ranking noble’s pride, the strongest knight. Not quite a master of the sword, but certainly reaching a significant height in skill.

Additionally, this individual possessed superhuman physical abilities.

“This time, your left is open—clumsy!” A shallow, passing slice on the left chest—had it been slightly off, it wouldn’t have been surprising if his heart were punctured. It was not a fatal wound, merely by fortune.

Khan’s entire body was already blood-soaked from the shallow cuts. It was strange he hadn’t fainted from excessive blood loss earlier.

Yet, undeterred.

“Phew.” Despite the dizziness from the bleeding and his body burning as though scalded, Khan persevered as always. He even managed to joke, grasping for sanity, as he gripped his magic sword tighter.

“Is this enough, I wonder?”

“Ha. What do you mean ‘enough’? There’s much more pain to come your way!”

“Such poor efficiency. Maybe the replica is better after all?”

The old knight laughed maniacally, tilting his head in confusion.

Their conversation seemed to miss its mark, perhaps confused further by a mix of barbaric terms presumed in the sentence.

“A dying man babbling nonsense…” The old knight thought. Such were the delusions of a barbarian at his limits.

“Is this it? More bland than expected.” He had hoped for more enjoyment.

“Perhaps, I should play with you a bit slower…” His tone was languid, but his face was filled with thrill. Actions and attitude unbefitting of a knight.

‘I’ll slice thinly… With this body, I could exceed past numbers. Heh heh.’

Thinking thus, the old knight moved.

Even then, Khan remained immobile, yet his mind was acutely aware of his surroundings, urging the resentful spirit within him to act quickly.

[Do not rush me.]

The hissing voice of the resentful spirit rang in his ears.

At that moment, Khan sensed an odd delight in the voice.

[It will be a bit hot. Just a bit…]

An indescribable, horrific pain erupted inside him, as if a fireball was violently spinning, causing Khan’s eyes to widen –

“Screaam──!”

[Kehehe.]

For the first time experiencing such pain, Khan screamed as the resentful spirit whispered in his mind.

[Experience for yourself which is better, the replica or me.]
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Khan’s body burned.

The scorching sensation, as if his body was thrown into a pit of fire and rolled over, was too horrendous to even scream.

Khan, writhing and thrashing in pain, suddenly regained his senses.

The old knight, sensing something amiss with Khan, approached with murderous intent, exuding hostility.

‘Grrrrr…!’

Khan swallowed a scream inside.

The blood that had dyed his body red turned into a mist, enveloping him and gradually reducing the pain. With the newfound strength, he instantly gripped and swung his cursed sword.

“Futile effort──!”

The old knight sneered upon seeing this.

The swordplay was still clumsy. It was not enough to be considered a threat by him.

True, witnessing Khan’s strange act had instilled a sense of crisis, but the difference in skill was absolute.

The corners of the old knight’s mouth stretched into a grin.

‘For surprising me, I’ll make your death even more painful!’

Crack!

For a moment, it was as if lightning struck before his eyes. The shock far exceeded his imagination, nearly causing him to drop his sword.

‘What is this…! What’s happening!’

The shock was brief. The energy flowing within infused strength into his aged body.

The old knight, whose clarity was slowly fading, stood firm with mental fortitude honed through a lifetime of training, assuming a proper battle stance for the first time.

‘He’s become stronger! Even more so…!’


The force behind Khan’ss sword, already enhanced, seemed to have grown stronger still after being enveloped by the bloody mist.

Had he met the attack carelessly as before, the outcome would have been grim.

Realizing this, the old knight’s sword began to trace elegant curves, aiming to deflect the savage’s blow.

Thud! Crash.

“Gah.”

A painful groan escaped the old knight. Despite successfully deflecting the blow, the savage’s power had wreaked havoc inside him.

Then, the savage muttered something repeatedly.

‘Damn, that hurts a lot… You’re dead later.’

Misinterpreting the muttered foreign language as some evil spell, the old knight pressed forward, swallowing the blood welling up in his throat.

His body, strengthened by the power of his sword, was both solid and agile, enabling movements he could only have dreamed of before.

“Haaah…!”

The old knight hailed from a lineage that had protected the Elphellan Duchy for generations, mastering the family’s ancient sword techniques.

The family’s swordsmanship, having produced knights surpassing even the empire’s elite in the past, contained several secrets, and the old knight intended to replicate one of them.

‘Descending Hawk.’

Leaping high, the old knight spun tightly in the air, as if drawing a bow.

At the peak of his aerial spin,

the red energy swirling around the old knight formed a small vortex, moving like a hawk spreading its wings.

A bloody afterimage traced the shape of talons above the savage’s head.

This ultra-fast aerial flurry, ignoring the limits of the body, was the essence of the ‘Descending Hawk’ technique.

‘This is it!’


This must succeed.

The envisioned strike, deemed effective even against the empire’s elite knights, would surely cut the savage into three pieces. Anticipating the spectacle, the old knight’s face was filled with exhilaration.

“Huh?”

A dumbfounded voice escaped the old knight, unable to believe his lifetime’s best strike was so easily blocked.

‘Blocked?’

Simply being blocked wouldn’t have shocked him so much. Indeed, the fact that ‘Descending Hawk’ was blocked was shocking enough.

But not as shocking as the technique unveiled by the savage.

“You……!”

“Something like this, right?”

Hearing the casual remark, the old knight was infuriated. The fact that his ultimate move was parried and then commented on so nonchalantly drove him to rage.

“Such a sight to see.”

“Old man──!”

Responding to the knight’s rage, his sword traced a passionate arc. The dazzling swordplay made dodging or defending with the savage’s clumsy skills impossible.However, it didn’t work.

[Right, that’s the way to do it. Quite useful indeed.]

‘I heard a lot as a child that if you start young, you become good at it.’

[Here it comes again. Let’s see if it can be accurately reproduced this time.]

With ease. Khan responded to a sword strike aimed simultaneously at his thigh, left side, and right shoulder, using only his wrists.

He swatted the sword away with a short, chopping motion, slightly twisting his wrist to break the sword path. Just that was enough to block the sword strike coming from three directions.

A refined sword technique unlike anything seen before from Khan.

[You’ve lost your balance. Didn’t I tell you? The Antares’ Sword Technique should flow like water. Even if it seems about to break from bending, you must maintain your center.]


Khan grumbled, as if being lectured like a child falling behind in progress. It’s because of the blood magic that made him stronger.

“What is this mediocre swordsmanship─!”

[Mediocre? Are his eyes filled with knots?]

In a brief moment, dozens of exchanges followed.

The knight’s sword, pressing hard with brilliance and rapidity, and Khan’s sword, drawing numerous changes with a single thrust.

The two were completely opposite in their nature, and at the end of their exchanges, Khan consistently had the upper hand.

“It’s more manageable than I thought. Swordsmanship, that is.”

“Don’t get cocky─!”

Just as the knight was about to swing his sword, a sound of tearing air came from afar, and a black spear struck the knight’s side.

Though it didn’t pierce the armor, the knight staggered from the impact.

As if not to miss the opening, the magical circles controlled remotely by Jan lit up. There were three of them, each containing a spell of gray magic.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Ash-gray spears and a formless shockwave pummeled the knight.

[The Antares’ Sword Technique might seem focused on variation at a glance, but in fact, it’s not. An unwavering center is incredibly useful even in offense. The number of demons deceived by its change and perished is too great to count.]

‘So it had a dictionary feature instead of a search function. I’ll call you Namuwiki from now on.’

[What does that mean?]

At Draupnir’s question, Khan responded with a sly smile and thrust his sword at the staggering knight as if marking a dot.

Even while dazed by the shock, the knight attempted to deflect Khan’s sword strike.

[Didn’t I say? The Antares’ Sword Technique is about being unshaken.]

Yet, the straight-on thrust did not falter, and a hole as small as a grain of rice was made in the enchanted armor. A starkly different outcome from being led helplessly by the old man’s sword.

“All that cocky swordplay, looks like it’s finally over… How about using your Aura, eh? Tin can No. 1.”

*

*

*

‘Hard to believe.’

Draupnir expressed astonishment watching the battle between a madman and a bizarre cockroach-like creature.

‘To a nauseating extent.’

The reason Draupnir lent Khan the power of blood magic was merely a whim.

The ‘Blood Fire Technique’ turns the caster’s blood into flames.

This grants tremendous strength, but one must endure the most excruciating burning pain in full consciousness.

Even a mad man, inside and outside burning, couldn’t withstand the pain.

That was the expectation.

But in reality, the mad man screamed in pain.

And that was all.

‘Maintaining sanity and fighting while under the effect of the Blood Fire Technique. Even the madmen of old couldn’t do that.’

That piqued Draupnir’s curiosity.

A peculiar body that grows stronger with each battle and even more difficult to understand, a level of mental fortitude – only adding to the monster that hunts half-finished lizards.

‘If that body can be properly utilized with skill, and it grows stronger through more battles… It might truly hunt a dragon. Just like that great human.’

Teaching the Antares’ Sword Technique had that reason too.

Slaves serving dragons for generations had committed numerous slaughters with their overwhelming physicality.

Antares was a master swordsman who devised effective swords against those slaves, and Draupnir had hoped this outstanding warrior would become a dragonslayer.

‘Indeed, it was a suitable sword against the cockroach before him.’

Of course, mastering the Antares’ Sword Technique right away would be challenging.

However, the thought was that if it could be reproduced even a little, it would help in battle against the cockroach.

Yet, this madman exceeded Draupnir’s expectations once again. Even if it was just a superficial imitation, he managed to properly grasp and unfold the essence of Antares’s sword.

The movement, unbelievable for someone who did not know a thing about swordsmanship up until now.

‘An incredibly capable body that can reproduce any motion without effort, senses and reflexes so exceptional that one would be hard-pressed not to consider them inherent talents even when compared to the humans of old… To possess even one of these traits would be enough to make one a top-tier warrior. So, this is what it means to be born with it all.’

While Draupnir continued to marvel, the battle between the madman and the pesky cockroach reached its climax.

The madman, having become stronger with the Blood Fire Technique, utilized Antares’s sword to pierce four holes through the cockroach’s body.

Although the madman had the assistance of his companions, it was the decisive surge in combat power upon wielding Antares’s sword that tipped the scales.

“This should be an easy victory.”

Draupnir felt bored as the outcome of the fight became clear.

The scrappy cockroach’s swordplay was no longer effective against the madman, contributing to the dullness of a fight that seemed to offer nothing of value.

“Mad human. Finish off that cockroach. The longer you use the Blood Fire Technique, the worse the backlash…”

“Ugh!”

“Mad human?!”

Draupnir conveyed his will in a flustered voice, but there was no response from Khan.

The blood mist that had enveloped Khan’s body gradually dispersed.

His legs, which had been as firm as a great tree anchoring him to the ground, buckled.

“Ugh, so this is as far as I go.”

Unlike the startled Draupnir, the one who had fallen was calm.

Knowing his own body best, he had roughly anticipated the waning of the drug’s effects.

It was regrettable that he couldn’t finish off “Tin Can No. 1” due to its resilience, but considering what he managed to achieve with his extremely inefficient body was deemed sufficient.

“Ha… Ha… To think this monster of a man…!”

Tin Can No. 1, eyes bloodshot, staggered while pointing his sword at Khan’s neck.

“Such a clumsy swordsmanship transforming in but a moment. Yes, impossible. Unless one borrows the power of a demon…”

The ramblings of Tin Can No. 1 truly resembled that of a madman.

Not the power of a demon but of a ghost, he had borrowed.

Lacking the energy to even open his mouth, an unspoken joke passed, and Draupnir chirped as if urging him to get up.

“Silence. It’s over anyway.”

[You’re giving up here? Had I known this, I wouldn’t have passed on Antares’s sword to a weakling like you!]

“What nonsense are you talking about? Giving up?”

[If not giving up, then what? Warriors of old fought dragons without legs, biting into their scales…]

“No, I’m not saying I gave up on fighting. There’s just no need to fight anymore.”

[What does that mean…?]

“You might still be hiding some wicked trick, so I can’t take you before the grand duke.”

As Draupnir was about to demand an explanation, the elderly knight moved.

Intending to take advantage of Khan’s defenseless collapse to end his life, Draupnir was about to shout something when—

“Damn it. I was hoping never to see that face of yours again.”

An unfamiliar voice intervened, causing the elderly knight to whirl around. Despite his exhausted state, his response was incredibly swift, slashing at the air behind him.

“What is this, such a feeble sword?”

The voice’s owner clicked his tongue, clearly belittling the knight’s swordsmanship.

Infuriated by the blatant disdain, the elderly knight attempted to swing his sword, but his body wouldn’t respond.

“Why…?”

He never got the answer to his question of what wicked trick was used because—

Slice…Thud!

A sound followed, and his upper body slid to the ground, bisected diagonally.

Thus ended the life of the devoted elderly knight who had protected the grand duke all his life.

“Still an exceptional sword.”

Khan commented, observing the clean line left on the corpse.

“Hey, Khan. I specifically said to shake off any tails before coming… At this point, I should just assume you’re trying to kill me with frustration, right?”

The intruder spoke in a teasing manner, slicking back his long hair, giving off a sharp look despite the playful tone, yet somewhat resembled a disorderly mercenary with his posture.

But Khan knew.

Within the kingdom, only a handful could match this man in a fight, a killing machine capable of taking anyone’s life when it came down to true combat.

Khan managed a rueful smile.

“Well, it can’t be helped…”

The intruder was the Mercenary Guild’s guild master, overseeing everything, and a master swordsman from the empire.

TL’s Corner:

Namuwiki is the Korean Wikipedia. Namu meaning tree.

Ooh, so the guild master and Khan were acquaintances.
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“So… It’s time you explain. You completely ignored what I said, then used such a ridiculous threat to hold me here.”

“Threat? You’re exaggerating.”

“Aren’t you going to step out? After all, I know that guy ordered it.”

Ron closed his mouth at the sharply edged reply, the man’s menacing aura enough to silence even someone as oblivious as Ron.

“I made it clear. If the Guild didn’t look down on my status, they surely would have conveyed my opinion. Right?”

“Guild… Guildmaster.”

“Your turn will come after Khan has given a proper response. Stay quiet until then. Unless you want to lose your golden badge this time.”

Damn, how deadly. The man quickly overwhelmed two mercenaries. Khan shrugged under the murderous gaze of the Mercenary Guild’s Guildmaster.

“Didn’t you hear everything from Ron?”

“I did. But… ”

Bang!

The man’s fist slammed down on the table.

Astonishingly, the thick table snapped with a crack- a feat nearly impossible for the strength of a pure human, not without grueling, blood-draining training.

“And you expect me to believe such a joke? That Marquis Deillon is the main culprit spreading ‘living corpses’, that an hidden group of mages is aiding the marquis, and that to resolve this, the Pantheon… you handed the task to a barbarian from the Northern Wastes?”

“It’s all true… Eek!”

“Mage friend, don’t be too loose with your mouth. Even a mage from the Tower wouldn’t dare be so bold in front of me.”

“Don’t scare them too much. You might actually kill one of them.”

“Phew…”

The Guildmaster ran his hand through his hair, trying to quell his anger, though his breathing remained rough.


‘They say masters of the sword all have tremendous mental fortitude. Guess that’s not always true.’

Believing that the conversation could now proceed calmly, Khan spoke up.

“You must have sensed something odd about the marquis already.”

“…I had my suspicions. Never dreamed he’d declare independence out of the blue though.”

“And you’ve also been informed about Al-Rasdel and the Sage of the North by Maya. Right?”

“Yes…”

Maya confirmed, cautiously following Khan’s lead. It wasn’t easy to casually mention that she had conducted herself almost like a spy among their group. Khan, for his part, seemed unperturbed.

“I’ve been kept informed of your movements periodically. Fine, let’s assume all those events did indeed happen. I want to believe that kid didn’t stab me in the back. But the Pantheon’s story… I just can’t buy it. It’d be one thing if it ended with them hiring you; your abilities are undeniable. But.”

The Guildmaster’s eyes sharpened like the blade of his sword.

“That young priest’s story is too hard to swallow.”

“Disappointing. Are you saying I, invoking the name of the gods, have spoken lies?”

“…Not exactly that. But close.”

Elena’s eyes narrowed in feigned anger.

“I heard you were a devout follower of the Pantheon. Yet you doubt my words…”

“That’s exactly why I find it hard to believe. Elena, the priestess.”

The Guildmaster interjected sternly.

“The day you were fighting the marquis’ knights, and Ron was waiting with you at the meeting point, and on the day you decided to leave because a tail was following you, you said this: that the Goddess of Justice herself had appointed him as her emissary, and that all his actions in the North have her blessing.”

“Yes. That’s what happened.”

“Do you think I, a follower of the Church, would easily believe that? That the stern judge of justice, the Goddess, would choose a barbarian from the North as her emissary? I have no prejudices against barbarian. But the Pantheon does, doesn’t it?”

No region in Midland, not even the Empire, had as deep a piety as this. In other words, the despise towards pagans was the most intense in the Empire.


Given that Kal Elson is a knight from the Empire, it’s no wonder he has a hard time accepting that the Goddess of Justice would choose a barbarian.

“If this nonsense isn’t true, there’d be no reason for me to have shown up. Which means if you can’t prove this absurdity to be true, you’ll have to pay the price.”

A terrifying threat.

Argon Kingdom’s Mercenary Guild Guildmaster, Kal Elson.

Having trained in the arts of the sword in a certain school in the Empire, he killed his master with his own hands, confessed, and spent three years as a gladiator slave.After his release, he wandered the outskirts of the Great Maze realizing enlightenment and became a master swordsman. Over time, he dedicated himself to the mercenary guild, leading him to where he is now. He was the very demon of the sword who had spent more than half his life taking lives. Given that it was Kal Elson speaking, his words did not sound like mere threats.

“…He’s deadly serious.”

Khan clicked his tongue.

If it were him, he could certainly make good on his word. Even without his forces, as a master swordsman, he could slay any opponent with just his blade.

Yet, Khan knew.

Persuading this man was not as hard as it seemed.

“Just fulfill one condition.”

***

Kal Elson suppressed his rage with immense patience.

“Right, there’s no point in squabbling with him now.”

Kal Elson’s guiding principle was simple.

It should benefit the mercenary guild.

He was indifferent to whatever actions he had to take, as long as it served the guild’s interests, no matter how much it was condemned by the world.

In that regard, being at odds with the barbarian in front of him was a considerable loss.

“He has formed a quite deep relationship with the dark mage of Loren. How he managed to connect with a dark mage who, after breaking ties with her family, grew averse to people remains a mystery… But rashly provoking him could prompt the dark mage to act.”

What made Kal Elson wary more than anything was Khan’s rapid growth over just one or two years.


Hunting the ogre in the East might have been mainly the dark mage’s doing. The capture of the necromancer Darkin Perayas in the West also had reports of a paladin and a magus participating-.

“But slaughtering two dragons in Al-Rasdel was a different story. Since Maya reported it was all his doing. Not to mention, he hunted a sage at least on par with the Tower’s magus and now, has consecutively slain five mercenary squads and a count’s knights…”

It was nothing short of superhuman.

There was no guarantee he could become stronger, but if he did, the empire’s guild headquarters would surely take notice.

‘It’s clear that the benefits of gently handling him, making him easy to manage, overwhelmingly outweigh the gains from being prematurely hostile.’

Kal Elson’s growling like an enraged beast was all part of his calculation.

“Let’s go back to the beginning. Are you prepared with convincing explanations or evidence?”

This was not only an indication to prove his role in slaying the Duke’s first knight.

With the Duke branding the barbarian as “the devil’s minion” and issuing a pursuit order throughout the North, it was also a demand for the head of the mercenary guild to provide benefits and justification for aiding “the devil’s minion.”

“Unlikely.”

The rebellion of the Duke would soon be suppressed.

Without the royal family’s intervention, the kingdom’s only duke and the current king’s cousin, the Black Wing Duke, would unquestionably crush the rebellion in the North.

“But considering the preparation and actual duration of the war, we’ll have to wait at least two years.”

Kal Elson planned to maintain a neutral stance until then, aiming for maximum benefit or at least minimal loss.

However, actively supporting Khan would guarantee not benefits but definite losses, especially for business in the North for the time being.

Therefore, Khan had to ensure benefits far exceeding or matching the support he sought from Kal Elson.

“It’s unlikely…”

“There is.”

“Yeah, right… What?”

Kal Elson, with a dumbfounded expression, asked again, and Khan shrugged, saying,

“I said there’s a reason for the mercenary guild to help me.”

“Are you trying to joke with me?”

Kal Elson’s raw killing intent made the room shudder.

A lifetime dedicated to martial training, achieving supreme enlightenment, and slaying all manner of mysteries with a single sword – these masters were as good as their swords themselves. It wasn’t an exaggeration when people said their bodies and minds were like swords.

“You can’t still be spouting that nonsense about being chosen by the Goddess of Justice, can you? Even if that were true. The guild has no reason to help you! What, are you going to threaten by mentioning a dark mage you’re in league with? Do I look that easy─to─you─!”

A tingling sense of murderous intent pressed down on the assembly as if it gained physical form. Jan, of a timid disposition, gasped for breath and collapsed, while Maya and Ron’s knees buckled.

“Such savagery.” Kal Elson’s eyebrows twitched.

Unexpectedly, the youngest priest, who appeared the most vulnerable, seemed least affected by this murderous intent. Even Khan, who furrowed his brows in response, was taken aback.

“How pitiful and foolish not to realize… I assure you, you will bitterly regret your actions in future,” the priestess, Elena, warned.

“Regret? I abandoned such emotions long ago when I carved my master’s heart out with my sword,” Kal Elson retorted.

“We’ll see about that, won’t we, Khan?”

“Hmm. It’s not like I can rip open my chest to show you,” Khan muttered, eliciting an icy stare from Kal Elson, puzzled by his cryptic words.

“What do you mean?”

“People have their ways.” Khan sighed. “Calm this murderous aura first. You’re scaring everyone.”

“Explanations first.”

“You’ve become rather suffocating. You used to be more straightforward.”

Click. Kal Elson fondled the hilt of his sword—a silent threat to cut the nonsense and get to the point. Khan, with a sly smile, began to speak.

“The rebellion will succeed.”

“What?”

“The royal family will remain silent about the duke’s independence for a while. In that time, the north will fall under the duke’s rule. Depending on how heavy the Black Wing Duke is willing to be, it won’t easily be conquered.”

“What nonsense…”

“Just listen.”

Khan, unfazed, went on. “The duke’s supporters include a sect of mages devoted to the truth. Their aim is to experiment with soul magic in the north, making significant progress. They’ve even created curious magical artifacts capable of turning mediocre mercenaries into warriors of exceptional strength. Their manufacturability for war use is uncertain, but they have enough for conflict, considering the sudden declaration of independence.”

“And you expect me to believe that?”

“If you don’t? My approach through the guild, when I’ve been marked by the duke, speaks volumes. It was because the situation became too complex to grasp on my own.”

Kal Elson fell silent. ‘He has a point.’ The guild’s intelligence spanned the kingdom, but secrets of the nobility ruling the north before the duke’s ascent were hard to come by. Yet, through Maya and the guild, Kal Elson heard Khan’s story, directly tied to the unfolding events in the north.

‘But still, a continental mage sect, the royal family’s silence, the success of the rebellion… it sounds like the ramblings of prophets stirring chaos, hardly believable without solid evidence.’

Then—

Clang.

“Take this and verify it. You have mages among your ranks, don’t you?”

“Is this the artifact?”

“Yes.”

Kal Elson grimaced as he took the abnormal sword with a serrated blade, unable to find anything peculiar despite his ability to fully comprehend any blade.

‘But, there is something. Considering the Duke’s First Knight showed us something blood-red…’

Additionally, reports mentioned a bandit chief in a border town wielding a magic sword akin to an artifact, found dead and drained of blood. Recalling this, Kal Elson’s posture softened slightly.

‘If even half of what he says is true, it’s enough reason to oppose the duke. Not to mention the dragon affair and that strange sage… If I report this unknown mage sect to the headquarters and stir public opinion, the guild’s stature will grow. And indebting him might be useful in emergencies, like with the ogre situation…’

A sort of speculation. With that thought, Kal Elson removed his hand from the sword’s hilt.

“Fine, we’ll see. But this doesn’t mean I’m helping you. It’s merely a suspension. While our mage examines this sword, bring something more concrete. A direct testimony from Lady Berta of Al-Ranzas would suffice. If it comes from her, it’ll have enough credibility…”

Before he could finish—

Whooosh!

The axe at Khan’s waist suddenly emitted a blinding light and started floating in mid-air.

Instinctively drawing his sword, Kal Elson’s weapon clattered to the ground.

‘This presence…!’
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Clang!

Kal Elson threw his sword away, his voice trembling as he shouted. He found himself dropping to his knees without even realizing it.

“O, stern judge of justice…!”

It was undeniable.

Though her presence in this place was but a momentary glimpse, the keen senses of a sword master did not miss the transcendent being who descended, pressing down on the entire space with her aura.

Among the myriad gods of the Pantheon, the Goddess of Justice undoubtedly belonged to the higher echelons.

The reason: not only did her divine name, ‘Justice’, have a wide-reaching impact, but also a majority of the knights and templars of the Pantheon Church revered her.

Naturally, there were many others who worshiped the Goddess of Justice as well.

‘Ah…’

And such individuals generally fell into two categories.

Those who sought to judge the sins of others and those who sought to atone for their own sins.

“Was it… really true?”

Although the image of the goddess, holding scales and a sword of retribution in her hands, had long vanished, Kal Elson seemed unable to shake off the shock, remaining stiff.

‘The Goddess of Justice really…’

Among the religions of the continent, the Pantheon Church was the most fervent in its persecution of heretics.

There had been times when ‘crusades’ were carried out, deploying knights and templars to lands untouched by civilization for proselytization.

Of course, this was heavily influenced by a period when the continent was in turmoil due to the proliferation of heretical sects.

‘Was I mistaken…. Or has the leadership of the Pantheon Church deceived the people?’

The Pantheon Church, proclaiming all crusades as the will of the gods.


Especially when the knights and templars, who were at the forefront of heretic persecution, were significantly influenced by the Goddess of Justice.

Yet, the Goddess of Justice nonchalantly chose a heretic from the frosty mountains as her champion.

“I told you so.”

Kal Elson, with a vacant expression, lifted his head at the sharp voice, only to see Elena looking down at him with a smirk.

“You’re going to regret it.”

“……”

Kal Elson silently lowered his head.

He remained on his knees in silence for a while, and those who faintly sensed his complex feelings also kept quiet.

“Did… Did a real god just descend among us?”

“Be quiet…! Such an inconsiderate mage, really…!”

There was indeed a small uproar.

“…So.”

After much anguish, Kal Elson finally stood up, several minutes later, his eyes shimmering with an indiscernible light.

“What do you want me to do?”

His voice, carrying a sense of firm resolve, made Khan grin.

“Let’s start discussing that now.”

*

*

*

“Lord, you’ve arrived.”


“…Yes. You’ve worked hard.”

“Not at all. Please, come inside. The Duke has been waiting for you.”

A young nobleman, Viscount Hern, though younger than his full beard might suggest, was greeted by a soldier who gestured for him to follow, and a side door prepared for VIPs opened.

“Please enter.”

“……”

Viscount Hern silently nodded and passed by the soldier.

‘This is exceedingly uncomfortable.’

The city’s gates, once known as Ro-Elpellan and now the capital of the Elpellan Duchy, maintained a strict guard day and night.

Given the circumstances, regardless of one’s status, strict entry procedures had to be adhered to, and noncompliance could lead to execution on the spot.

Skipping such entry procedures meant the Duke had made such arrangements.

‘Why has it come to this…’

Viscount Hern, who had been nothing more than the mayor of a poverty-stricken small town unable to sustain itself for even a year with its own productivity, now found his title slightly altered since the proclamation of the duchy.No, it had changed dramatically…

“Diaz de Hern of Lebron, the Court Minister, has entered──!”

It was a booming shout that would have bowed deeply if not for all the eyes around.

‘Court Minister…!’

Amazingly, the small town’s mayor had turned into the Duke’s Court Minister. It was a social ascent so significant, it could be described as a complete transformation of heaven and earth.

However, Viscount Hern… no, Lebron─now a Court Minister, bestowed a castle by the Duke himself─was in a position far from joy.

‘This ultimately means I’m the leader of a rebellion, doesn’t it…?’

Should the royal family initiate a campaign to subdue, his name was certain to top the list of targets to be eliminated.

Fortunately, up to this point, the royal family had shown no significant movement, just as the Duke had assured. But Court Minister Lebron saw this merely as a temporary reprieve.


Even if the royal family remained silent, the Black-winged Duke wouldn’t.

“Court Minister Lebron is here to see His Excellency. I believe advance notice was given…”

“Right. You can head straight to the audience chamber. Do you need someone to guide you?”

“No, that’s fine. I’ve been down this path before.”

The Duke’s castle was immensely vast. Among the servants within the castle, not a few would get lost if they weren’t careful.

In that regard, Court Minister Lebron’s statement might seem pretentious, but the soldier did not challenge it. There was a belief that the wise Duke wouldn’t have appointed a fool to the position of Court Minister.

‘The war machines that fought alongside the Duke…. Indeed, they’re different from ordinary soldiers.’

With no interference, Court Minister Lebron entered the inner castle and walked the familiar path.

Thud- Thud-

The design of the Duke’s castle was so complex and disordered that its intent was unfathomable.

Passing through a fork, walking a bit down the corridor only to encounter another split path, and endless, bizarre lines on the walls giving off an eerie feeling.

‘Before being a noble, perhaps it’s because he’s a mage.’

Since the eccentricities of mages were not particularly surprising, Court Minister Lebron decided to consider it just a peculiar taste unique to mages.

Otherwise, it would be impossible to navigate this bizarre interior with a clear mind.

“…Court Minister Lebron. It’s you.”

“Indeed. And you are…? I don’t believe we’ve met before. Is Sir Pedro not yet returned?”

“Yes. He is on a long-term mission. He will be absent for a while.”

“I see….”

What’s this? His speech is somewhat awkward… Court Minister Lebron internally suppressed a puzzled reaction.

Besides the knight being a new face, concern about his capability to fight properly preceded due to his dull eyes and intermittent speech.

“Understood. May I enter?”

The knight with dim eyes nodded and pushed the door open, and the Count, desperately hiding his discomfort, stepped into the audience chamber.

“You’ve arrived, Court Minister Lebron.”

“Yes, Your Excellency.”

Bowing his head and proceeding to the center of the audience chamber, Court Minister Lebron knelt down and paid his respects, waiting for the Duke’s instruction to raise his head.

“Hmm. I thought I said ceremonies were unnecessary, Court Minister. Have you yet to fully grasp your standing in the homeland?”

“My standing is nothing compared to yours, Excellency. Was it not you who raised a mere town mayor to a Court Minister?”

“Your capabilities are exceptional, how could I not employ them? Let’s end the formalities here.”

“Yes.”

With a quiet nod, the Court Minister began to report the prepared matters.

“Firstly… about the armed group that used to claim themselves as mercenaries causing various harm, I have sent messengers to all of them. Currently, half have expressed a positive intent, three tenths responded cautiously, and for the remaining two tenths, since the messengers have not returned, it appears they have refused…”

“And the follow-up action?”

“I promised a reward to the groups that showed a positive intent, ordered them to capture the others before joining us. The promise of giving them a share of the spoils has made them hurry.”

“Neat. A chance to evaluate their usefulness and a sufficient motive to mobilize the rest. Your idea?”

“Yes.”

“Hmm- Is that so?”

Court Minister Lebron couldn’t hide his unease as he saw the Duke smiling satisfiedly.

Even though the Duke showed a friendly demeanor for now, the Count knew too well that the moment he outlived his usefulness, he would be executed, just like Count Rante who had been beheaded by the Duke’s magic.

“And next is… in the process of rallying the noble forces and distributing the promised food, an incident occurred…”

The longer the report went, the thicker the smile on the Duke’s lips became. Court Minister Lebron, his hand sweaty with tension hidden in his sleeve, made his last report.

‘Damn it all…’

Potentially raising an issue that could upset the Duke…

“Your Excellency, have you heard anything about the letter sent to the guildmaster of the Mercenary Guild?”

“Nothing. Not a reply, nor anything except for word that the head themselves were away.”

“I see…”

“Why? Do you have something on your mind?”

“Well, it’s just that.”

Court Minister Lebron took a moment to compose himself before speaking.

“It seems there’s a strange rumor spreading among the mercenaries lately.”

“Rumor? It’s nothing new for those barbaric folks to obsess over superstitions.”

“If it were only superstition, we could be so lucky… But this type of rumor isn’t like that. Worse yet, it’s spreading incredibly fast through the entire North.”

“Could it be the work of the Mercenary Guild?”

Court Minister Lebron shook his head.

“It’s uncertain. However, it’s highly likely. Spreading information covertly among the mercenaries to sway public opinion is all too easy for the Guild. The problem is, it’s impossible to prove their involvement.”

“Impossible?”

“Yes. There is suspicion, but impossible to find any concrete evidence. Considering the resources we might put into investigating, the outcome looks rather unsatisfactory, in my opinion.”

“So you suggest we just let it be.”

“After all, it’s nothing more than a rumor started by mercenaries. Opposing it directly would only make us look foolish. They probably want us to get muddied in the mess. Ignoring it might be the best strategy.”

Hearing the advice of the Court Minister, the Duke remained silent for a moment before asking in a calmer voice.

“So what’s this rumor about? If you’re bringing it up to me, it must be quite the joke.”

Damn it. The Court Minister had dreaded this moment but closed his eyes tight.

“Why the hesitance? How hilarious is this joke?”

“…It says that Your Grace is the true mastermind behind the curse of the North and staged the whole thing to engulf the North.”

“Hmm, all this fuss over just that? Sounds like a conspiracy theory those fools would believe. You seem smart, but you lack the knack for making people laugh.”

“And, there’s more!”

The sudden raise in the Court Minister’s voice made the Duke squint.

‘Dammit. Dammit!’

“The Duke is preparing to turn all citizens of Kondo into ‘living corpses’ to offer to demons! As evidence, magic circles that cover the entire castle have been drawn in the Duke’s castle!”

Court Minister Lebron opened his eyes wide, revealing the last part of the rumor while trying to push the suspicious lines drawn on the wall to the back of his mind.

“All the evidence is… inside the duke’s private workshop, behind the black iron door in the duke’s castle.”

“…!”

The Duke’s eyes widened with shock, and the Court Minister could read the astonishment on his face.

*

*

*

“Is there really such a place in the Duke’s castle?”

“It’s being spread because it exists.”

“Then, is it true that all evidence of the Duke being the mastermind is in that workshop?”

“Yes. I heard they’re making strange things there with the Followers of Truth.”

“But… When have you been to the Duke’s castle?”

“Never been.”

“Boss. Doesn’t it sound strange to you? How do you know if you’ve never been?”

“Well.”

At that question, Ron pounded his chest.

“Stop being so mysterious! Then tell me properly why you spread the rumor! Knowing you, it must be another dangerous plan.”

“Put simply, it goes like this.”

If you suspect, ghosts that weren’t there start to appear.

“Let’s watch. How a force united by fear shakes.”

*

*

*

“V,Viscount Hern… no, Court Minister! Is it true there’s a secret workshop hidden behind a black iron door within the Duke’s castle, and in it, a hundred mages are conducting rituals to summon demons?”

“Viscount Ermon… What in the world are you talking about…?”

“That’s not all! They say the Duke’s soul was stolen by a puppeteer mage, and now the mage is pretending to be the Duke!”

Seeing Viscount Ermon, who was taken by such absurd rumors, the Court Minister Lebron tapped his forehead.

‘Surely, there can’t be more fools like him…?’
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“Ashes. How on earth does that scoundrel from the Mercenary Guild know the exact location of the ‘workshop’? He even seems to know what’s happening inside─!”

Bang!

The rage of the Duke, crashing down onto the armrest of his chair, was directed at Ashes, his Advisor Mage, and the one who had connected him with the Followers of Truth.

“Moreover, they’ve even spread rumors knowing the identity of the ‘Puppeteer.’ How is this possible? You assured me yourself! Even the empire’s intelligence division couldn’t properly identify members of ‘that group,’ so there shouldn’t have been a risk of exposure!”

“…….”

“Explain how I am supposed to accept this situation! Right now!”

Ashes, bearing the brunt of the Duke’s fury, bowed his head deeply.

He, too, was at a loss regarding the current situation.

‘Only a very few within the Duke’s family are aware of the workshop’s location. Myself, the Duke, and the Puppeteer. Even the soldiers guarding the door don’t know what lies inside. But…….’

How did the Guild manage to find out?

No matter how much he pondered, the answer eluded him. Or rather, his clear rationale had long concluded a possibility, but….

“It might be best for me to investigate this matter separately, Duke. Given the lack of information at present…….”

“The Puppeteer. Has he betrayed us?”

“The Puppeteer dreams of the experiment’s completion more than anyone. That’s unlikely—.”

“You’re not covering for him just because you’re in cahoots, are you?”

“Duke……!”

Ashes protested fiercely as suspicion turned towards him.

“Do you truly doubt me? Who has served only you all my life? Ashes, who dedicated his lifetime of study to your secret cause amidst those lunatics!”

Whether his desperate appeal made an impact or was simply ignored, the Duke’s expression remained unreadable.


“…Then, explain. How could they possibly know about the workshop?”

“I cannot say for sure at the moment…. It would be wise to postpone questioning the Puppeteer. His mind is unstable from having his soul separated, unnecessarily agitating him won’t do any good. For now, why not interrogate the soldiers who have guarded the door?”

“……Very well. But, until that puppet proves his innocence, I will prohibit entry to the workshop. Since there are no additional experiments until more sacrifices arrive, it wouldn’t matter, would it?”

“Yes.”

“And summon the royal guard. It appears we need to advance our troop gathering. Before any unnecessary interference comes…….”

*

*

*

“As you requested, the rumor has spread throughout the entire North. Not just among mercenaries, but even the ordinary citizens know by now. It’s only a matter of time before the roads are abuzz.”

“Your efficiency is commendable.”

“So, what’s the next step you’ve thought of?”

“I intend to disrupt the Duke’s troop rally. There’s a suspicious stench in the air.”

“How? Spread more rumors about the Duke?”

“Tch……. Typical of medieval folks to not understand. If the news keeps repeating the same thing, even the most shocking news eventually becomes bland.”

“What on earth are you babbling about…….”

“It means we need a new stimulus.”

“A new stimulus?”

“If rumors spread that someone in the neighboring house found a centuries-old ginseng in the back mountain, everyone would rush over like a pack of dogs.”

Although it was something he had planned to save for later, which made it a bit regrettable…. Khan dusted himself off and stood up with a look of reluctance.

“Let’s leave that matter to run its course. We have our own tasks to attend to.”


*

*

*

“Sigh…….”

As usual, Karl was wasting his time in a tavern.

With the recent turmoil unsettling the North, he hadn’t dared to take on any quests.

Luckily, he had some savings to fall back on which prevented immediate financial problems, but his typical lavish spending as a mercenary meant he would soon run out of money.

‘But venturing out for a quest feels a bit…….”

He thought of seeking safer opportunities away from the North, but recent disturbances caused by mercenaries in the region made even that difficult. Considering menial jobs within the city hurt his pride….Karl, who had been pondering over his dilemma, noticed a mercenary with whom he often shared drinks, fully armored and wandering about.

“Hey! Where are you headed now? Don’t tell me you’re off on a mission?!”

“Haven’t you heard the news?”

“News? That the Duke is actually a lich that’s been around for hundreds of years?”

“No, that’s ancient gossip…! So that’s why you’ve been dilly-dallying around!”

“What’s the rumor that’s got you all worked up?”

“Shh. Lean in. This is something only you should know……”

What could possibly have caused such a stir? After grumbling, Karl leaped in surprise upon hearing his colleague’s whisper.

“What…! A wyvern corpse?!”

“Shh! Keep it to yourself!”

“Cough-hem. Ah, there’s nobody around. It’s all good!”

Feeling embarrassed, Karl coughed and asked for more details.


“So, you’re talking about Al-Rasdel, you say……”

After hearing the entire explanation, Karl immediately returned to his lodgings to don his dust-covered equipment and left the city.

Concerned about encountering bandits turned mercenaries, Karl was apprehensive. However, he soon realized that the mercenaries were too preoccupied with their quest for the wyvern’s corpse to notice him, so he quickened his pace.

Occasionally, he saw others with the same goal headed for Al-Rasdel, but a silent agreement to fight only after reaching their destination led to an unusual camaraderie among them.

“I heard from the market in Al-Ranzas that they are desperately looking for a craftsman who can process wyvern bones. That news has the mercenaries swarming to Al-Rasdel.”

“Did you also hear? Several mercenaries who tried to steal the bones ended up crippled and were kicked out of the city… It’s best to not mess with Al-Rasdel.”

“Hmm. There could be hundreds of those bastards gathered there. To get a hold of the wyvern, maybe we should team up…?”

“Not a bad idea. But what about when we get the corpse……”

At that moment, when suggestions of a temporary alliance among the mercenaries gathered at Al-Rasdel were made,

They let out sighs of awe and frustration upon seeing the sight of Al-Rasdel from afar.

“Oh, sanctuary of deities…”

“It looks like the wyvern really wreaked havoc! Completely devastated!”

The central tower, a symbol of Al-Rasdel, towering high into the sky, was shattered.

The collapse of the tower and the impact it had on the ground extended to the outskirts of the city, forcing the mercenaries to dismount.

“My dear mercenaries, if you give me two silver coins, I can safely store your horses!”

“Store our horses? How do I know you won’t take off with them?”

“Oh dear. What a terrible thing to say. Can’t you see the crest here? We belong to the Perran viscount’s trading company. If we were to do something like that, the market lord would have our heads.”

“Then, alright……”

“Hehe. A wise choice indeed. And if you are looking for tools useful for excavating the wyvern, they are being sold over there. They’re a bit pricey, but surely you’re not planning to dig with your bare hands, right?”

Before he knew it, as the slick-tongued merchant spoke, Karl’s pockets grew lighter, and eventually, he had to put up his equipment as collateral.

‘I needed to spend that money……’

The other mercenaries who arrived in Al-Rasdel with Karl found themselves in a similar situation, their eyes burning with a fierce determination as they approached the city walls.

At all costs, they were resolved to obtain the wyvern’s corpse… The mercenaries were confronted by mercenaries wielding crudely made flags.

“No one can pass here. Leave if you wish to live!”

Whether the mercenaries had agreed among themselves to keep the wyvern’s corpse, sweeping their forces to control the walls-

“Shit. Leave? You get lost, asshole!”

“Do you know how much I’ve spent to dig up this corpse? Block my way, and you’re dead!”

Suddenly impoverished or rather indebted, the mercenaries saw red.

“Push! Kill them all─!”

“We must take the wyvern with us today! Let’s go!”

“Those, those madmen!”

The mercenaries, roaring, charged toward the city gates.

Attempting to interfere, the mercenaries shot arrows and threw stones, but the mercenaries, as if by agreement, advanced with shields covering their entire body.

These were, in fact, items they had just bought from the merchant they encountered earlier.

Bewildered, the mercenaries didn’t know what to do; the merchants of Al-Ranzas hadn’t sold them any supplies.And there was another fact they were unaware of.

“I owe more than just a thing or two to that barbarian, it seems.”

Viscount Perran, lounging in his office in Al-Ranzas and enjoying his drink, cracked a smile.

The profits he had garnered by dumping responsibilities on mercenaries from all over had already far exceeded the city’s taxes for several years. It was regrettable that he couldn’t do the same to the mercenaries…

‘Well, that’s nothing. Considering the money I’ve made, it’s laughable.’

“Tsk. You’re grinning ear to ear.”

“Can’t help but feel good… So, is there something more you desire? As long as it’s not asking me to openly oppose the Duke, I am willing to grant it.”

Ron looked at Viscount Perran, who was laughing unabashedly, with a nauseated expression. “Khan is ruining many lives…”

“Don’t worry. It’s not that kind of request. Actually, it might be something you’d welcome with open arms.”

“Hmm. What could it possibly be?”

“There’s a high chance that the Duke’s side will send someone soon. You’re smart, so you probably have some idea.”

“So? You want to keep me from cooperating with them?”

Viscount Perran, speaking as if he was more than willing to oblige, received a shake of the head from Ron, signaling disagreement.

“The opposite. Treat them as kindly as possible when they come. I even said it’s okay to switch sides…”

*

*

*

Lebron, the court minister, grimaced as he observed his thinning hair. Surely, this was due to the abundance of concerns that had recently increased.

‘The death of the Royal Guards is virtually confirmed. It’s hard to believe that they all died chasing a single barbarian, but with the communication cut off to this extent, there’s no room for doubt.’

But that wasn’t the only problem.

The mere rumors related to the Duke were enough to give him severe bouts of indigestion, but hearing news that a wyvern corpse was buried in Al-Rasdel caused the mercenaries to break free from control.

Ideally, the mercenaries should have been assembled by now, but the enemy’s trickery indefinitely extended that timeline.

Just a few days ago, the Duke erupted in fury, demanding a solution.

Lebron had no choice but to personally intervene.

“Is everything you’ve said true? Viscount Perran. That a person from the guild came and blackmailed you into giving those orders?”

“Yes, absolutely true. Why else would I defy the Duke’s wishes if not? Though I couldn’t join the earlier gathering. As you’ve seen, Court Minister, Al-Ranzas has no extra manpower to spare.”

“…I’m aware.”

‘Cunning man.’

Lebron clicked his tongue discreetly.

Viscount Perran might seem dull and cowardly at a glance…

‘It’s all an act. Too neat in his dealings to be a fool. Whether it’s the result of blackmail or a prearranged scheme with the guild, he surely knows the benefits that come back to him.’

Though Lebron guessed as much, he didn’t let it show.

“Then, when the Duke issues a condemnation statement against the guild, would you be willing to put your name on it as a witness?”

“Of course. Just give me a heads-up, and I’ll issue the statement right away.”

“Just in case, prepare a document sealed with your family’s crest.”

“Ha. Of course. Oh! Seeing as you’ve come from afar, you must be quite tired. Would you like a place to stay?”

“I intend to. I need to disband the assembled mercenaries and mercenaries.”

“Then, we’ll prepare a separate lodging for you. You know there’s a nunnery in Al-Ranzas, right? We’ll leave it empty for you. It’s secluded within the city, perfect for a peaceful rest.”

“I’ll accept your hospitality.”

The Court Minister smiled lightly.

He had come knowing that the Al-Ranzas Nunnery was, strictly speaking, under the domain of the Pantheon Church.

Unless Viscount Perran had lost his mind, he wouldn’t backstab him by attacking the nunnery.

‘Abbess Berta is known for her stalwart spirit, having repelled the viscount’s attempts several times.’

Moreover,

‘She’s the former deputy commander of the Paladins. It’s not impossible she might be interested in matters the Duke has branded as the doings of a demon’s pawn. Perhaps securing her cooperation isn’t too far-fetched…’

With that thought, Lebron, escorted by the knights and soldiers provided by the Duke, headed to the nunnery.

However,

Lebron could never have imagined,

“Even chosen by the goddess, you handle your aged body quite harshly.”

Srrrng──.

That a paladin, who retired from active duty decades ago, would once again take up his sword, heeding the goddess’s will.
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Crash. Crash. Crash.

Crash──!!

“Ugh….”

Suddenly enveloped by tremors, Court Minister Lebron rolled on the floor. Was there an earthquake somewhere? Could it be that the madmen of Al-Rasdel had dug into the earth and touched something they shouldn’t have….

As various thoughts flitted through his mind, he hurried out of his room, barely cloaked in a thick robe over his nightwear.

‘What the…!’

Bodies, bodies, bodies.

The already narrow corridor of the monastery was completely filled with bodies, leaving no space to even step.

Screech! Slash. Boom─!

Moreover, with every step he took, human screams, the cutting sound of flesh being torn apart, and the booming noise as if gigantic monsters were fighting entered his ears all at once.

What in the world was happening? While he was noble in name, the thought alone made his heart shrink, as he had only ever watched killings by knights from afar, never having been close to war himself.

‘An attack? Could it be the marquis has assaulted the monastery?’

He was certain it couldn’t be, yet, in the current situation, the most likely target of the monsters seemed to be the mayor of Al-Ranzas. If not, then perhaps the entire city had been attacked….

Even in this perilous situation, Viscount Lebron strived to maintain his composure.

Taking over the city at a young age as a minor noble, there was only one reason he had been able to survive thus far.

‘Calm down. Think.’

First, Viscount Lebron examined the dead bodies in the corridor, barely suppressing his gag reflex.

The traces on most of the corpses looked as though they had been torn apart by the claws of a monstrously strong beast.

At a glance, it seemed like the work of monsters, but if it truly was monsters, they would likely have eaten the bodies. However, it seemed the beast had only focused on inflicting fatal wounds and moving on to kill more.


And that meant…

‘The beast is one person?!’

No, that wasn’t certain.

The one fighting outside and the one who had carried out the slaughter in the hallway might be different entities.

But it was clear that these people had been massacred by a single individual. Leaders of the militaristic factions and bandit bands proliferating in the north along with the duke, all taken down by one person-.

“Ergh.”

“You, you’re alive?”

“Urgh… Ugh!”

Though Viscount Lebron desperately tried to speak to him, the soldier who had barely clung to life had no capacity left for conversation. Instead, with all his remaining willpower, he fulfilled his final mission.

Slice….

“Rear gate… Prepare the… carriage…”

With those words, the soldier passed away. Without a moment to close the soldier’s eyes, Viscount Lebron forced his frail body to move.

He had prepared to escape from the opposite side of where the fight was happening, and upon hearing that, Viscount Lebron had long ago pieced together a rough understanding of the situation in his mind.

‘It’s me. I was the target.’

It wasn’t by chance that he had survived; from the beginning, the beast had no intention of killing him.

The mayhem unfolding before him was the result of attempts to save him, and the knights had moved to prevent his capture, resulting in the fight outside.

Thud, thud, thud, thud!

He had never regretted neglecting his physical training as much as he did today. Who would have thought that relying solely on his wits to survive would come back to haunt him this way!

‘Damn it. Damn the Duke!’

This was all because the Duke had placed him in the position of the court minister. No… the problem started when the unnecessary rebellion was initiated. If not for that, he would have lived a moderately satisfying life as the lord of a small city…!


Crash! Bang!

He trips over a body.

Slipping in blood, gasping for air, and stumbling, but Viscount Lebron forced his body to move and finally reached the rear gate of the monastery.

“V-Viscount Lebron!”

“Quickly, get on! Hurry…!”

“Thank you…!”

Indeed, outside the rear gate, the Duke’s soldiers had completed all preparations and were waiting for Viscount Lebron. He was about to board the carriage, when he seemed to recall something and hesitated.

“Gentlemen, please remove your helmets for a moment…….”

The situation was urgent, but they were under attack by an unidentified beast. It wouldn’t hurt to be cautious.

That’s when it happened.

Bang─! Bang─! Bang──!!

“Court minister!”

“He is coming…!”

The aftermath of the collision was so intense that it transmitted tremors. It was known that the battle between the beast and the knights was fierce, but the recent collision was somewhat different.

“Block it! Erect a shield with aura!”

“Don’t collide head-on! It’ll crush everything…!”

“Aaaargh─!”

The knights’ shouts and screams were so loud, one might mistake them for being right next to them.

It was proof that the beast was approaching. Realizing that there was no time to check the faces of his soldiers, Court minister quickly boarded the carriage.

And then, Court minister, who had only slightly poked his head out to check the outside, his eyes shook wildly with disbelief and astonishment.


“Why, why is that person…?!”

Before being attacked, it seemed the knights had not disarmed; they were clad in armor, spreading the light of aura in all directions as they fought.

In contrast, the beast wore not even plate armor but was clad in fluttering clothing alone.

No, to be precise, it was engulfed in pure white flames like armor all over its body. Court minister immediately recognized it as the ‘Holy Armor,’ the equivalent of a paladin’s symbol.

And he recognized her identity as well.

“Sister Berta, the abbess! Why are you…?!”

Her white-singed hair and eyes that seemed half-blind were in stark contrast to her face, which had fewer wrinkles, making it hard to guess her age.

Why had he only realized it now, as she charged towards the carriage Court minister was in with a brilliant light?

Kukukukung─!

Despite the aura hurled by the knights continuously pounding her sacred armor, it failed to slow her charge down even slightly. At this, Court minister felt goosebumps all over his body.

‘The Crusher of Capenta!’

The reputation of Berta, who had crushed many heresies in accordance with the will of the Goddess of Justice, was so notorious that even a noble from a land with little church influence like Lebron paid attention to it.

A city of the dead, turned so because of a dark mage, was said to have been crushed in a single charge.

Thus, the nickname ‘The Crusher of Capenta’ had become a symbol of terror for all heretics.

‘Why is she targeting me…!’

Why is she opposing the duke?

For what reason would a retired paladin, who devoted her life to the Goddess of Justice, once again take up her sword to massacre the duke’s knights and soldiers?

“We’re setting off!”

“Hold on tight!”

Before he could find an answer to his thoughts, the carriage hastily set off. As if to stop it, Berta’s charge began to push the knights away with even more ferocious power.

Boom! Bang! Crash!

However, it was just a brute physical charge.

Neither the symbol of a superhuman, the aura, nor the heavyweight of knights in a physical charge, nor the shield formation of soldiers piled up in layers, could stop the enraged paladin’s charge.

Instead, the knights and soldiers were thrown far away each time they collided with Berta.

‘The vice-commander of the paladins, indeed…!’

The weight of that name was far more than what Lebron had imagined.

Among the paladins of the order that wielded tremendous influence all over Midland, was being the second-highest rank of paladin this powerful?

Could the Royal Guards, who went missing while chasing barbarian, have stopped her?

He unconsciously shook his head. And at the same time, he harbored another doubt.

‘Indeed, there must be something about the duke that I am not aware of!’

A paladin displaying such destructive divinity would not be opposing the duke out of senility.

That means, the duke must have committed deeds that displeased the pantheon. Maybe… all the rumors related to the duke could be true…!

Bang──!

“Aaah!”

Then, finally, Berta broke through the human barricades and leaped high. Fortunately, the carriage had picked up speed and wasn’t immediately caught, but it seemed it was only a matter of time.”Halt!”

And yet again, the situation took another turn.

The knights’ aura, initially just bright, now adopted a crimson hue and completely engulfed Berta.

Far from being satisfied, the knights who had unleashed the blood-red aura started hurling crimson masses towards where Berta stood, relentlessly. Boom and roar!

The once peaceful convent transformed into ruins in an instant.

However, the knights, seemingly devoid of any emotion, poured out the blood-red aura with the sole purpose of ensuring Berta’s death.

This terrifying spectacle filled Court Minister Lebron’s with both terror and relief – the fear of the marquis’s knights who wielded something beyond aura, and the relief of surviving the current moment.

“Handling such malevolent power.”

“…!”

“There’s no excuse for this.”

The blood-red flow vanished in an instant, revealing Berta, who looked barely different from before.

No, the light emanating from the sword she held was now even brighter, as if it could dispel the night in Al-Ranzas in a flash.

“The punishment that justice shall deliver to you, the fallen.”

Berta closed her eyes quietly.

Retired paladins lose all divine power housed in their bodies and live on as ordinary humans.

Berta was no exception.

Her body, once a vessel of divine power, was vigorous beyond its years, but without the sacred power, she was no more than an unusually strong elder.

The Goddess of Justice understood this all too well, so it returned a fraction of the sacred power it had once retracted from Berta.

Naturally, the amount was embarrassingly small compared to her prime.

Her body, unable to entirely evade the passage of time, could not even demonstrate half its original capability, and all her equipment from her deputy commander days, save for the sword, had been passed down to her juniors and were gone.

Yet.

Clash!

Despite everything.

No one present could threaten Berta’s life. Being the second in command of the continent’s largest religious order, the chosen vessels of the gods, meant just that.

“Immediate execution.”

The light bifurcated the crimson darkness, and even the knights and soldiers beyond could not escape being enveloped by Berta’s radiance. It was as if she had split the space with a single stroke of her sword.

And the light traced right up to the back of the carriage that Lebron was in.

“Gasp!”

The Court Minister, having hastily prostrated himself, cautiously lifted his head when he felt no pain. By some fortune, or perhaps miscalculation on Berta’s part, her light had not touched the carriage.

Thud! Thud!

However, those directly struck by the light were not so fortunate. The beautiful strike of light that left one momentarily breathless completely severed the upper and lower halves of those caught in its path.

It looked as though they had been viciously torn apart by a gigantic beast.

“Ugh!”

Even as he retched, Court Minister Lebron couldn’t take his eyes off Berta, watching the wagon move away.

He quietly assured himself that he would never forget this scene…for as long as he lived.

*

*

*

“…You’ve made quite the spectacle. To possess such power and yet, have lived so quietly, did it bother you, paladin?”

“How could that be? It was merely fulfilling the duty commanded by the god, Count Perran.”

“Well…let’s assume so. But those men, from a distance, they seemed to be wielding something bizarre. Can aura truly transform in such manner?”

“It was never aura to begin with. I am not entirely sure, but it was definitely something entirely different.”

Berta spoke no further, giving a response that suggested she knew more, yet Count Perran tactfully changed the subject.

“Hmm. Nevertheless, our objective has been achieved. After such a tumultuous battle, and with the grand duke’s carriage hastily leaving the city, rumors will spread as if they had wings.”

“The rumor that the grand duchy’s court minister was ambushed by the former deputy commander of the Paladins.”

“Well then, I shall proceed with my duties. Hand it over.”

Berta handed her sword to the count and obediently received the chains he offered. As if willingly becoming a captive.

“For attempting to assassinate the grand duchy’s court minister, you will be detained. We’ll make your stay comfortable in the depths of the sanctuary.”

With an awkward act, the count loosely tied Berta’s wrists and smiled.

“I look forward to the next news. How exactly those people plan to use the court minister after kidnapping him.”
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“The carriage carrying the court minister was seen leaving Al-Ranzas and passing through Al-Rasdel by countless onlookers. The beast, now held captive by the mayor of Al-Ranzas, Count Perran, has declared that he announced his intention to defect before the court minister went missing, expressing his wish to follow the grand duke’s will. But the problem is…”

“Stop.”

The grand duke’s voice, low and imposing, carried the same intimidation as that of a tiger.

“Are you saying you’ve come here just to report that the court minister is missing?”

The adviser, who had been serving as a vassal since before Lebron became court minister, when the grand duke was still a count, was trembling with fear, his anger fierce.

“What about the measures to deal with this? Surely you came to make such a shameless report after thinking this far?”

“…I came to discuss that precisely.”

“Discussion. Discussion, huh?”

Maybe it’s when one’s anger reaches its peak that calmness returns. The grand duke leaned back in his throne and continued speaking slowly.

“If you’re here to ask me what to do about the identity of the person who ambushed the court minister being the former deputy commander of the Al-Ranzas convent’s knights, and how to deal with her. Then I should consider replacing my entire advisory staff. Isn’t that right, Chief Advisor…?”

“No, absolutely not…! Of course, I intend to discuss a solution with the grand duke!”

“Then speak. What do you think I should do?”

Gulp.

The advisor, no, the chief advisor of the ducal family, swallowed nervously. In truth, he was unprepared.

‘It’s clear that the grand duke is proceeding with something without sharing it with us. We must come up with the best course of action amid so many variables.’

Indeed, there was a severe lack of information. A lack of information caused by the grand duke’s secrets had turned the current advisory staff into a group of incompetents.

‘The disappearance of the Royal Guard, who were chasing the ‘devil’s minions,’ was a blow that twisted the roots of the nation.’

Yet, inexplicably, knights filled their places as if it were nothing. The grand duke had made no mention of it.

‘Those knights were also wiped out by the former deputy commander of the knights in Al-Ranzas. Yet, the grand duke showed no significant reaction. It means he did not consider it a major loss of force.’


As if they had another route to supply… or create forces. The Chief Advisor shuddered at the thought he had.

“First… taking full control of Al-Ranzas and dismantling the military factions before incorporating them seems like the best course.”

It was a spur-of-the-moment thought, but the Chief Advisor was convinced there was no better option.

Since the grand duke’s primary concern had been the concentration of troops on the public roads.

‘Al-Ranzas has no value as a stronghold. Due to the existence of Berta, it’s rather a poison. But for the grand duke’s goals, even a chalice filled with poison must be swallowed.’

“Next, we should silence the rumors. After eliminating all elements that shake the internal unity, pacify the hearts of the people and the nobles with conciliatory measures.”

“So the lord of the grand dukedom, I, should kneel before them?”

“…That’s not what I mean. It’s about throwing them food and taming them before controlling them with a whip, just as you placed the ignoble court minister in a position of use. Bring them into the castle and give them titles. Positions with honor but little real power.”

“To divert their attention first?”

“Yes. My guess is that the grand duke thinks we should have as many troops as possible tied to the public roads…”

Silence ensued.

The Chief Advisor, anxiously awaiting a response, wondered if his opinion had suited the grand duke’s taste.

Then,

“Fine. Proceed like that. Send your subordinates to me for the detailed arrangements.”

Relieved, the Chief Advisor bowed and left the audience chamber with a composed stride. Left alone, the grand duke issued commands into the empty air.

“We’ll need to reorganize the advisory office first. Speaking of which, wasn’t it said that a body in good nutritional condition is more efficient? Ashes.”

“Yes. Once appropriate selections are made, they will be replaced.”

“And… consider awakening the alpha entity a bit earlier, in preparation for the worst. The entry ban I ordered will be lifted, so prepare for that.”

Now truly alone, the grand duke fell into quiet contemplation.

The appearance of the former deputy commander of the knights as a variable wasn’t enough to seriously unsettle him. After all, those involved in the grand scheme were destined to be removed.


Certainly, there would be some noise in the meantime, but it would soon quiet down. Rumors, after all, fade without those to spread them.

‘Yes. Everything is for Ro-Elpellan.’

And he was prepared to sacrifice everything else for it.

*

Thud-thud-

“Ugh…”

Slowly awakening from his slumber due to the carriage’s shaking, Lebron, the court minister, issued a groggy voice. He intended to ask the coachman how far they were from the highway.

“Uhh?”

Then, he realized.

Something was stuck in his mouth, making it difficult for him to speak. Fortuitously, his limbs weren’t bound, so he was free to move them, but that was of little consolation.

Given his frail constitution, jumping out of the moving carriage was out of the question.

‘What is this situation…?’

He slowly recalled what had happened.

After escaping from ‘The Pulverizer of Carpentar’ and heading toward the highway through the shortest route… He had eaten a meal prepared by a soldier during a break.

‘Poison!’

There must have been a sleeping drug in the meal. But why would the Duke’s soldier do such a thing to him? No reason.

Lebron remembered attempting to verify the soldier’s identity before departing, but was prevented from doing so by Berta’s intervention.

It was a switch.

Someone had killed the Duke’s soldier, donned his armor and helmet, and kidnapped him. Considering Berta’s attack was timed so precisely, they must have been in league from the start.

Thud. Thud. Creak.


By the time he had pieced together these circumstances, the carriage came to a stop.

“You’re awake inside, aren’t you? Come out on your own. We don’t plan on hurting you.”

“Fine.”

The voice was rough, with an unrefined way of speaking. Reminded somehow of the mercenary guild that had begun opposing the Duke, the court minister surmised that his kidnapper must belong to them.

‘Such a foolish face.’

After alighting from the carriage and seeing his face, his assumption virtually solidified into certainty. He found it hard to imagine that such a foolish-looking person could be a noble or a knight.

“Go that way. See the building?”

The foolish-faced mercenary flicked his finger. Grimacing at the bizarre gesture, the court minister swallowed a sigh and obediently walked in the direction pointed.

Removing his helmet to conceal his identity meant they didn’t care about it. To survive and return, he had to act in a way that suited them best.

‘This building looks hastily made. Nothing around… Could it be the guild’s hideout?’

He realized he had been asleep for quite a long time since a severe hunger panged him – they must have traveled a significant distance.

Where in the world was he? As Lebron habitually absorbed his surroundings for information, he entered the log-built cabin.

“!”

And then, locking eyes with someone inside, he involuntarily gasped.

“You, you are…!”

“Do you know me?”

“Could it be… The barbarian the Duke is after is really you…!”

“Why is this one talking to himself?”

Even while seated, the massive figure, whose eye level felt almost equal, wore primitive clothing made of animal fur, showcasing a body filled with formidable muscles…

And eyes as dark gray as his ashen skin.

“Executioner! Why are you opposing the Duke…!”

*

*

*

Khan, brought by Ron and the guild’s mercenaries as part of the Duke’s leadership, expressed his puzzlement upon being recognized by the ‘Court Minister Lebron’. He had no recollection of any connection with the noble named Lebron.”Do you intend to say you’ve forgotten all the havoc you wreaked in the Al-Rosene region…! Do you have any idea how much money that cost?”

“Al-Rosene? What did I do there…? Well, if I don’t remember, it must not have been anything significant.”

“Nothing significant…?!”

“Let’s set aside these trivial reminiscences of the past. It’s time to get to the heart of the matter, Duke’s court minister.”

With a start and what seemed like a delayed realization of his situation, the startled countenance of the court minister prompted a smirk from Khan.

“Well, it’s not entirely bad news. After all, you’re not playing the role of the rebel leader out of sheer enjoyment, are you?”

“…What do you want from me?”

“Ah. I like the quick progression to business. Had some realizations, have you?”

“….”

“I suppose you’ve been harboring suspicions, but let me clarify. Some of the rumors surrounding the Duke are true. He’s spreading ‘living corpses’ around, conducting experiments related to them in a workshop sealed by a black iron door, and he’s involved with a puppeteer as well.”

“And you expect me to believe such ludicrous claims? There are limits to absurdity….”

“Really? And it makes sense for a highborn of the north to abruptly claim the title of Duke? Moreover, you’ve experienced it firsthand in Al-Ranzas.”

The Duke had even turned the sanctuaries into his enemies. This revelation hit him like a final nail, burrowing into his core.

“And in your right mind, can’t you see? The Duke’s rebellion is a dead-end strategy. Whether it’s the royal family or the Black Wing Duke, the moment they take action, the entire north will be in an uproar. A power built on sand will collapse in an instant.”

“There will be no interference from the royal family.”

“What? You knew that far? Then you should have said so earlier, avoiding unnecessary chatter.”

The face of the Court Minister Lebron was painted with incredulity.

In the midst of discussing matters that could potentially impact the entire kingdom’s political landscape, to behave with such disreputable flippancy…

‘I thought him a barbarian with some semblance of intellect, despite his ferocity. Perhaps a barbarian remains a barbarian after all….’

“It seems you’ve allied with the Mercenary Guild, but that alone won’t be enough to stop the Duke.”

“Huh?”

“Like how suddenly appointed knights filled the gaps left by the missing Royal Guards who chased you. Those who were slaughtered in Al-Ranzas by the ‘Destroyer of Capenta.’ And they… they fought her using not aura, but something else. Yet, despite this, they were still entirely wiped out.”

“Quite a generous explanation. And?”

“If, just if… other knights were to fill in for those who died there? With the royal family absent, even the threat of the Black Wing Duke might not stop the Duke.”

Khan showed neither fear nor surprise at these words, simply wearing a cryptic smile.

“Hmm. So what you’re saying is, even with the Black Wing Duke’s champion and their forces stepping in, it’s a hopeless fight?”

“Didn’t I say? If they possess the ability to mass-produce knights, it’s a strategic impossibility to lose. Even if the Black Wing Duke’s champion intervenes, could they really stop an endless onslaught of knights?”

“Hey, this guy’s saying the Black Wing Duke’s champion is nothing to fret over?”

“You. Who suddenly…?”

“I. Win. Pretend duke. I’ll tear you apart.”

“Who…!”

Startled by the sudden voice that echoed in the room, the Court Minister Lebron staggered back.

Then, from behind Khan, a massive figure slowly emerged.

Had it not spoken the kingdom’s language, even if awkwardly, one might have mistaken it for a green-skinned warrior’s appearance.

“And I am not the champion. There’s only one champion.”

The giant’s skin was a pale ash hue, and its unkept hair exuded a wild aura.

Instead of a sword, two small axes hung at its waist, blood-caked yet the edge impressively menacing.

Above all, what captured the Court Minister Lebron’s attention was the pair of black wings tattooed over the ashen skin.

“Could it be!”

The Court Minister Lebron immediately discerned the identity of this sudden appearance. It would have been more surprising if he hadn’t.

“I am not the champion but the daughter of Artn, Pashantu.”

A relative of the current king and the only duke in the kingdom.

The champion most cherished by the Black Wing Duke was standing right in front of him.
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To deal with the Duke, there was an issue that needed to be resolved first.

A dire shortage of numbers.

Not the number of superhumans like knights or mages, but the actual number of soldiers who were to clash swords and spears to breach the Duke’s castle was overwhelmingly insufficient.

Although Kal Elson, the head of the overall command, did lend manpower, their identity as mercenaries meant they were unlikely to follow into actual warfare.

Thus, the only option Khan had was to utilize a small force of superhumans for an infiltration mission.

‘But… even that is not enough.’

However, even with a select few, there was a limit to what could be achieved.

According to Kal Elson’s estimate, the Duke’s soldiers numbered at least five hundred. And he was continually gathering nobles from the north to increase that number, besides somehow churning out knights as if they were factory-produced.

Above all, there was a puppeteer and a mage at the Duke’s side, estimated to be on a similar level, and the Duke himself was a formidable mage, though his exact prowess was unknown.

The Duke’s castle had to be considered a magic fortress in its own right.

In contrast, what about Khan and his companions?

‘The asymmetrical forces we have are probably just me, Kal Elson, and maybe Jan.’

Khan was an asymmetrical force that needed no explanation. A formidable opponent acknowledged by all based on his past confrontations alone, and capable of reversing situations with his inexplicable skill.

Kal Elson was a Swordmaster.

He could not overcome the limits of physical weaponry through aura as knights do, or unleash overwhelming firepower with spells as mages do. However, with just a single sword, he could kill anything; that’s what a Swordmaster was.

The epitome of martial prowess. If someone was within reach of his arms and sword, Kal Elson could slay even a great mage.

However, his limitations were also clear. If an opponent were to completely block access, he would be powerless and easily defeated.

In this plan to infiltrate the mage’s defenses, he might be significantly less effective.

And then there was Jan…


‘As much as I hate to admit it, he’s useful.’

Despite his goofy appearance and clumsy speech, which could lead to misunderstandings, Jan was a genius among mages, incomparable to the typical ones.

The mages available in Chapter 1 were mostly exhausted after casting a few spells, and their magical power was usually underwhelming. Moreover, most had arrogant personalities making them difficult to utilize.

‘In contrast, Jan is…. much to my reluctance, not only is his personality less troublesome, but his power is also quite remarkable.’

Furthermore, he was not just someone who would be depleted after casting a few spells. He could cast dozens of lower-tier spells without exhausting his mana.

He was also adept at a highly complicated technique like remote magic circle manipulation.

It was likely that even within the mage tower, he was regarded as a significant talent, soon catching up to his master’s level wasn’t out of the question…

However, that was something for the future, and currently, it was unrealistic for Jan to significantly impact facing the puppeteer.

‘Plus, he’s not accustomed to battle. At least… I need someone as strong as, if not stronger than, Kal Elson to work with.’

If finding such a strong ally had been easy, there would have been no need for such a headache.

Perhaps in the Empire where main quests occur, or in some major regions, but recruiting useful comrades in such remote locations was extremely difficult.

‘The average level is lower, so it’s safer, but the problem is that enemies worthy of main quests are wreaking havoc.’

“Taking along these fools might just get in the way; it might be better if the two of us just take care of everything.”

Khan discussed this with Kal Elson to see if he had any useful suggestions. Naturally, Kal Elson didn’t seem to think there was anyone worthwhile, showing lukewarm interest.

“Then, we’ll proceed as I have planned.”

“Do you have someone in mind? I was under the impression there weren’t any useful candidates…. Or are you perhaps considering the Witch of Loren?”

“If I were to ask that woman for help, she’d probably tear me to pieces. Instead, I do know someone with a pretty high chance of helping.”

“Who might that be?”

“You’d know the name.”

The Grand Warrior of Black Wing Duke. Artn’s daughter, Pashantu. In another identity, a barbarian who could be considered a distant relative of this body.


“I’ll call her.”

*

*

*

Spreading rumors about the Duke and focusing the attention of mercenaries and mercenaries on Al-Ranzas was all part of the plan.

It laid the foundation for bringing Pashantu to the North without the Duke’s notice, exploiting a vulnerability in his control to infiltrate Pashantu into the North with the guild’s resources.At that moment, when the carriage carrying Pashantu arrived at the ‘cabin’ Karlson had prepared,

[ROOOOAAARRR!!!]

With a volume so overwhelming it made one wonder if a ‘War Cry’ skill had been used, the carriage carrying Pashantu shuddered visibly.

“Hey, is this really okay…?”

Karlson’s concern was justified as a barbarian with ashen skin burst out of the carriage walls and leaped down from the moving carriage, charging forwards with a fearsome momentum.

‘Damn, knew it would come to this.’

The feeling when a monster, a head taller than oneself, closes in with a giant axe in each hand…

“Stand back. It seems talking should come first.”

“Talk? Does that look like the attitude of someone you can reason with?”

“Spoken like it’s obvious.”

For the warriors of the Frost Gorge, fists, axes, and swords are their means of conversation.

With those words left hanging in the air, Khan too gripped his axe and began to run forward.

“Are these madmen…!”

After all the trouble of bringing them here, and to start fighting right away…! Karlson looked on at the backs of the two barbarian just beginning to clash, his eyes reflecting disbelief.

Before long, his gaze turned grave.


‘He’s fighting well. Far better than I expected.’

Khan’s skills were not surprising; they were somewhat known through reports and the business with the Royal Guard. However, Pashantu’s prowess was such that even Karlson had to admire it.

[AHAHAHAHA!!]

Even in the midst of clashing axes with Khan, who possessed monstrous strength sufficient to bind an ogre’s feet alone, Pashantu did not falter by an inch.

Was it simply because her physique was on par with Khan’s?

‘No, she falls short in strength. But…’

Her mastery of technique was of a different dimension.

Unlike Karlson, who perfected his skills through martial arts training, Pashantu’s movements, forged and refined through real combat, approached the realm of a master. It wasn’t an exaggeration.

Realizing the gap in strength at the first exchange, she used both her axes to defend against Khan’s strike. Moreover, she cleverly utilized her shoulders, elbows, knees, and toes at just the right moments to land counterattacks on Khan.

‘No wonder the Black Wing considers her a warrior treasured more than a knight!’

She was the embodiment of battle; that was the impression Karlson, the swordsman from the empire, had upon watching Pashantu fight.

[Incredible! Are you really the son of Gordi I knew, Khan─!]

Pashantu’s movements suddenly changed, as if dancing to a different tune, transforming the flow of the battle itself.

Thud! Thud!

Pashantu’s axes dropped to the ground, leaving deep grooves. Having become unarmed, she swiftly closed the gap into Khan’s embrace with the speed of lightning.

In the midst of exchanging blows with bladed weapons, Pashantu quickly shifted the nature of their fight to close quarters combat, stretching out her hands.

[Let’s see if your fists are any good!]

“What kind of crazy lady is this…!”

The distance was too close for an axe strike. Of course, with Khan’s strength, he could smash rocks even with the handle of an axe, but-

Unable to insist on using his axe while Pashantu aimed to hook her log-like leg around his waist, Khan had to change his plan.

Bang!

Instead, a short swift punch struck Pashantu in the face. Yet, despite taking a punch that could turn an orc’s face into mush, Pashantu burst into laughter.

[Fierce! So fierce! Even the elders of the Frost Gorge would fall to your fist!]

To think she’s still standing after all that racket…! Khan grimaced, muttering under his breath.

Even as blood streamed from her nose and mouth, Pashantu did not let go of the leg she had wrapped around his waist, her right wrist tightly ensnared, leaving only her left hand free.

[Why not! If you’ve passed the trial of a warrior, fighting with Kartus should be more than sufficient!]

Kartus. It was a form of martial art practiced as a foundation by the warriors of the Frost Gorge.

One might understand it as a type of wrestling technique, but fundamentally it was a dreadful martial art designed to subdue even the Frost Gorge orcs, who were several times stronger than the average greenskin.

Like in martial arts, learning it was difficult because of the complex body movements involved. At the time, Khan, having just possessed the body of a barbarian, solved the ‘Trial of Kartus’ in a brutally straightforward manner.

Grrrgrgrgrgr!

[What…!]

Pashantu increased the pressure in shock.In a moment, such an intense pressure weighed down on Khan’s chest that it made it difficult to breathe, his eyes bulging as he clenched his teeth hard.

“Die─you─!”

With sheer force, Khan broke free from Pashantu’s restraints and mercilessly slammed her, who was hanging by his wrist, towards the ground.

*Bang──!!*

Kal Elson, who had been watching from a distance, yelled out, worrying that this might lead to death, but Khan did not stop there.

‘I have to hit them with the intent to kill; only then will they stop just before actually dying.’

Those who enjoy being shattered to pieces even on the verge of death weren’t they the bastards of Sirritgol. If I hold back here, they will surely talk about insult and whatnot.

[Bite down hard on this.]

Khan, cursing under his breath in words that might be from Sirritgol, clenched his fist.

“Damn it! Stop it, I said!”

Kal Elson’s angry shout pierced the air at the same moment Khan’s fist descended towards Pashantu, who was already on the ground.

[Let’s see you get up. Damn aunt.]

*

*

*

In the end, Khan did not proceed to beat the face of Pashantu… his own blood-related aunt by the physical body. It was all because Kal Elson, worried about what might happen to his called ally, intervened.

‘It was needless to intervene…’

Khan was confident enough to bet his entire fortune that Pashantu would actually enjoy being beaten.

Immediately after their ‘conversation’ in the style of Sirritgol had ended, Khan had a brief, ‘real conversation’ with Pashantu.

He mentioned what he intended to do in the North and called her to utilize her for that purpose. To the listener, it might have been an incredibly absurd offer.

[I initially came here planning to beat and send you back, thinking you ran away from Sirritgol’s life. But now that I know that’s not the case! It might be good to fight alongside my cute nephew! If we die fighting together, that would be an honorable death too!]

[What a damn unlucky thing to say…]

Thus, Khan successfully recruited the Grand Warrior of the Black Wing Duke as an ally.

“Do you understand?”

“No, I don’t understand any of it…”

“Idiot. Does the Duke lack the ability to judge people?”

“You guys are the abnormal ones!”

Lebron, the court minister, burst out angrily.

“To beat the Grand Warrior of the Black Wing Duke into fighting alongside you? Even if I set aside how one should think to handle things this way! Did the Black Wing Duke even allow this? Or did he send any signal about moving the troops? Anyway! Even if you add one more person, could you bring down the Duke? Everything is a complete mess from start to finish…!”

“What an odd fellow, getting angry after asking for an explanation on why the Grand Warrior of the Black Wing is here.”

“I am a warrior! Who needs no one’s permission!”

“So she says.”

“What the hell do you guys want…”

Rubbing his head and bowing, Court Minister Lebron, let out a deep sigh.

“I know too. That there are many suspicious things about the Duke. Since the situation has come to this, I’m willing to cooperate as much as possible. But to gather such faces and the talk ends up being just making jokes…! With this, not to mention defeating the Duke, it’s impossible to even set foot near the castle!”

Perhaps feeling something from the heavy reprimand, the two barbarian quietly observed Lebron in silence.

‘Maybe these guys aren’t completely thoughtless after all…’

Feeling a glimmer of hope, Court Minister Lebron, steeled his thoughts. Yes, if he could keep his wits about him…

“What nonsense are you spouting, Court Minister Lebron. We’ve already entered the vicinity of the castle.”

“It’s not Lebron, it’s Lebron… Wait, entered where?”

The castle area? Here? As Court Minister Lebron, asked with wide eyes, Khan shrugged and replied.

“Didn’t I mention? Here. It’s a secret hideout created by the association, right near the castle.”

“What, what, what nonsense are you talking about…!”

“Now that we have gathered all who are willing to fight, there’s no need to drag things out.”

As Khan smiled slyly, Pashantu burst into laughter, and Kal Elson, now fully armed, placed his hand on his sword hilt, his eyes shining.

“Me, Pashantu, Kal Elson. And you…”

Together, the four of us will cross the walls.

“Right now.”
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Chapter 082: Infiltration (1)

In the northern regions, the name of a city refers exclusively to that city itself, such as Al-Ranzas and Al-Rasdel.

However, in certain cases, the name can also encompass the territories surrounding the city.

This usually happens when the city’s ruler has significant influence, boasting a distinct reign. In such cases, the surrounding area is collectively referred to by the city’s name.

Such was the case with Ro-Elpellan.

Ro-Elpellan, with its central city and four smaller satellite cities, was commonly referred to as the Ro-Elpellan region.

In the Kingdom of Argon, where the title of ‘Lord’ was abolished and only the title of ‘Mayor’ remained, this was an exceptionally rare case.

The royal family, in an extraordinary act of clemency, allowed for the old Elpellan roads to remain under control after abolishing the position of the Lords.

And now,

Ro-Elpellan has reestablished itself as the heart of the Duchy, serving once more as a public roadway.

Moreover, the assembled forces were of a scale unimagusnable by the standards of the kingdom.

The Duke, having always been tasked with the deployment of large-scale bandit groups branded as ‘mercenaries’ and occasional field battles with Green-skin groups from the north, was able to summon hundreds of experienced and loyal soldiers in an instant.

Into such a state, forcibly subdued nobles began sending their troops one by one.

With the addition of mercenaries joining in, Lebron explained that the total armed forces staying in the roadway would amount to an astounding fifteen hundred.

This is what they plan to infiltrate. Do you realize how reckless this act is? he asked sternly, to which Khan responded with a sly smile.

That’s why I brought you with me.

So, once again, to Ro-Elpellan.

To infiltrate Ro-Elpellan, there were primarily three gateways to cross.

The under-city where ordinary citizens lived below the castle, the outer castle area housing commercial and military facilities along with the mansions where the castle’s employees resided, and lastly, the inner castle area where the Duke resided, also known as the Ducal Castle.

Infiltrating the under-city wasn’t too challenging. Although there was a low wall surrounding the outskirts, it was sufficiently feasible for the party to clandestinely climb over given their capabilities.


Moreover, the area under surveillance was vastly extensive. Given it was monitored by human eyes, blind spots were inevitable.

“This way.”

Ron, donned in a dusky robe, led the party with his voice subdued.

Four others followed him, all concealed entirely in similar dusky robes.

‘Indeed, money talks.’

[The Cloak of the Night Walker]

─A magical garment imbued with spells to conceal presence. It melts further into the darkness, making one’s presence fainter.

─Possessors of stealth skills receive additional enhancement effects.

Equipped by the party in accordance with the number Kal Elson had prepared, this gear was originally intended for the leaders of the mercenary guild to move in secrecy.

Given that Khan, who had once earned the title of ‘Mercenary King’ in a certain series, understood very well the magnitude of the decision he had made.

‘It’s a precious item limitedly produced by the guild headquarters, enough said.’

If they were going to invest in it anyway, they might as well do it properly. Surely, they were counting on the backing of the Goddess of Justice to bring about a fortunate upturn.

[Argh, this is suffocating. Can’t we just smash our way through? Nephew.]

[…Just follow if you don’t know.]

There was also an instance where a certain brute voiced his frustration crudely, but Khan exercised his ‘winner’s rights’ obtained through a fight during their first encounter to silence her.

‘Tsk. Yet, the frustration is real.’

There was no doubt about Ron’s abilities as a guide. He possessed a guiding skill rated between A to possibly S.

The ‘cabin’ prepared by Kal Elson served as a hideout located in one of Ro-Elpellan’s satellite cities closest to the roadway. Ron’s task was to lead the party from there through the under-city, up to the front of the outer city walls.

And currently, the party was near the barrier encircling the outer edges of the under-city.

‘Here we go again.’


Even before they had infiltrated the barrier of the inner city, the frequency of patrolling soldiers indicated a considerable number.Amidst the cover of darkness, the effectiveness of the ‘Traveler’s Quilted Coat’ allowed one to blend into the shadows, but it didn’t guarantee complete invisibility to human eyes. This might have been manageable for those skilled in stealth like Khan, or the swordmaster Kal Elson. However, for the rest of the party, there was a need to evade surveillance as much as possible.

“Quiet. Hold your breath until the signal…”

At that signal, the party camouflaged themselves behind the building. Pashantu, still uncertain about why she had to hide, was reluctantly dragged behind the building by Khan.

Activating his stealth skill, Khan peered out and spotted six figures, torches in hand, approaching their hideout.

Thump. Thump.

Khan cringed as he turned to find Pashantu asking with sparkling eyes, ‘Can I kill them?’.

‘Such barbaric savagery…’

Shaking his head led to Pashantu’s disheartened droop, just about to unleash his frustration when Kal Elson stepped forward silently, not making a sound.

It was unlikely that he, too, craved the taste of blood in a barbaric manner, but rather, it signified his readiness to act out of necessity. As a swordmaster, Kal Elson could silently take down all six without a sound.

“Seven steps.”

The signal was given by Khan. His senses were sharp enough to detect movements beyond the wall without needing to see.

“Six. Five. Four…”

Beyond that point, no signal was needed.

Kal Elson’s sword slid out of its sheath smoothly, and at that moment, it was evident the sword would claim the lives of six in an instant.

Just as the figures passed by the building, fully entering their field of vision…

“Squad leader.”

Hesitation.

The torchlight cast a dense shadow over where the party hid, and Kal Elson, nearly ready to strike, halted.

“Shouldn’t this be enough? If we stray too far, we’ll not only miss out on drink but on sleep as well…”

“Hmm. Is that so…?”


“Daytime in the city, nighttime on patrol… At this rate, you’ll die from overwork first. And yet, you keep your soldiers cooped up, not even letting them patrol…”

“Hey, be careful, or you’ll get dragged in, too. Didn’t you hear about the ones caught gossiping? Let’s just go. Come on.”

With the end of their conversation, the light from the torches faded.

Hee- Lebron unknowingly held his breath and then covered his mouth as he let out a sigh of relief. The sound was louder than expected, but fortunately, the soldiers seemed too engrossed in their chatter to notice.

‘Damn. Thought my heart was going to stop.’

It would have been unimagusnable for Lebron, a noble since birth, to be sneaking into the city like a rat.

“Damn it!”

‘This is madness.’

Nor would he have imagined traveling with a woman barbarian longing for a kill.

“Got a problem? You look pale. Hyperventilating?”

And to top it off, having a dimwitted guide worry over his condition only intensified his irritation, making it seem as though he was being mocked.

‘Me being here is the problem!’

He wanted to scream and run, but where to and how? Running and encountering either thieves or monsters was one thing, but honestly, Lebron found the human butchers surrounding him to be far more terrifying…

“…It’s nothing. Let’s keep going.”

All Lebron could do was urge the party forward, hoping against hope for safety in the bustling town beyond the barrier, even though he couldn’t truly believe it.

*

*

*

Though not due solely to Lebron’s desperate efforts, the party, following Ron’s lead, managed to arrive at the barrier encircling the lower town.

It was somewhat ambiguous to call it a city wall due to its height, not too high to leap over but formidable enough to be considered a barrier, and too thick to simply break through and cross.Lebron looked back at his party while tapping the wall that was taller than him.

“What are we going to do now…”

“What do you mean? Just grit your teeth and don’t scream.”

“What the…!”

Lebron’s mouth was abruptly sealed by something. Khan, anticipating that Lebron would scream, had leaped forward, covering his face entirely with his hand as wide as a pot’s lid.

Huuuh─. Lebron, who had been silently screaming, soon lost the sensation of floating that had been dominating his body.

“…This is not human physical ability. Are all savages monsters?”

“Stop fussing. Let’s go.”

One by one, the party members jumped over the barrier in their own ways, with Ron being the last, as he was somewhat physically less capable and needed Pashant’s help to make it over.

Sung-ha Village, being the most populous in the north, wasn’t particularly dangerous, needing extra caution.

Of course, the sight of strangers loitering around would naturally attract attention, but the group had a fixed destination in mind.

“So, this is where I…”

“You’ve done well.”

Before that.

Khan patted Ron, who hesitated to move.

With a strong sense of camaraderie, uncharacteristic of a mercenary, his hesitation was understandable. But would Ron staying behind really be of help? He probably knew better than anyone that it wouldn’t be. That must be why he hesitated.

“Coming this far is already more than worthy of gold. It’s enough.”

“Maybe my intuition could have been of some help?”

“I don’t doubt your abilities as a guide, but what we need going forward isn’t the skill to find our way, but to smash through obstacles. Besides, you have other things to take care of.”

“…Right. I was being foolish for a moment.”

Ron quietly hung his head. Khan, not daring to judge what was stirring inside him, simply nudged him forward, taking the first step.

“Take care of the rest.”

“I will. I’ll make sure to bring everyone back safely.”

With that, Ron’s presence blended into the bustling scenery of Sung-ha Village and disappeared.

“This way.”

Taking over as the guide in Ron’s stead, Kal Elson confidently led the way.

Given the striking appearance of the group, one might wonder if caution was necessary, but in Sung-ha Village, hesitating would actually be more suspicious.

Located outside the city’s residential district, Sung-ha Village buzzed with countless people each day. Naturally, stringent security checkpoints were to be expected for entry, making it all the more typical.

Moreover, the oversight of Sung-ha Village’s guards was currently under the Duke’s men, but since the majority of the actual field personnel were external forces, there were many lax spots.

‘Typical of medieval administrative handling.’

After all, the orders had been directly received from the Duke by someone who was now accompanying the party. Of course, security might have been tightened after his disappearance, but it didn’t seem like Lebron’s absence mattered much to the Duke. The security status of Sung-ha Village was just as it had been before Lebron disappeared, allowing the party to reach their initial destination without any obstruction.

Thump- Thump Thump. Creeeak…

“Welcome. We’ve been waiting, Chief of the Guild, and…”

As Kal Elson knocked on the door of the locked two-story commercial building following the agreed signal, the door opened, and a man armed in the Duke’s soldiers’ armor appeared.

Pashant flinched, but Khan stepped forward, holding him back.

The man’s gaze also shifted toward Khan.

“Our terrifying guests, you’ve arrived.”

“The Duke must treat his people quite well if he’s employing the head of an information syndicate as a soldier.”

“Well, the pay isn’t bad. Not as much as the extra cash I usually pocket, but still.”

This man, the leader of the largest information syndicate in the Kingdom of Argon, who had lost consciousness in a battle against a puppet master and had since been under the Duke’s pursuit, had reached out to Khan and orchestrated the meetup with Kal Elson.

Lebron, the Guild Master of the White Crow, smirked.

“Come in. We have much to discuss.”
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083. Infiltration (2)

After a battle with the Puppeteer, in the midst of unconsciousness, the Duke had declared independence, branding Khan as a ‘minion of the devil’—a situation Khan would have been blindsided by if he had not obtained this information in advance.

Among those who helped was Reven’s white crow.

“Frankly, we had been keeping an eye on you since our customer beat up my boys in the west. You had some idea, I suppose?”

“Well….”

Khan responded by nonchalantly shrugging his shoulders.

‘Is he referring to the time I got played by Eliya and scrambled for information trying to find another disciple of Darkin?’

At the time, the intelligence guild’s guys were being uncooperatively annoying, so he had indeed dealt with them gently. But to say he beat them up?

“Especially since the Witch of Loren joined forces with you to hunt the ogre, ‘Ogre Slayer’, aroused our interest. Then came news from the east about a barbarian wreaking havoc in the industry. So, we dug around. Deployed quite a few people.”

‘A malignant stalker, then.’

The rest of the story was somewhat predictable.

Following his trail to gather information, they must have realized he was the same person as the executioner from the north. Having been indebted to the White Crow Guild for various reasons, it would have been easy to pinpoint…

“The thing is, it was like watching an adventure from olden books, following your information. Then suddenly, Marquis Deillon caused trouble, trying to kill the hero of the story that was entertaining my boredom…”

I particularly dislike interruptions to my reading. Reven muttered, as if making a playful joke.

“So, how could I help you? That was the question I pondered. A figure connected to the barbarian known as the executioner around Al-Rosene and Al-Lorenze, and deeply involved with the Witch of Loren, who I must make a good impression to.”

“…It’s not about making a good impression, we’re favoring her. A fair compensation for the help we’ve received.”

“Well, anyway. He showed interest, and under certain conditions, even agreed to meet with you. Looks like you’re in the same boat now.”

Khan frowned as he met Reven’s gaze.

The eyes scanning every inch of Khan, filled with deep curiosity, kindness, and an indecipherable color, were somewhat chilling.

‘Fuck, he better not be interested in that way.’


“There seems to be some background I’m unaware of… but I won’t pry. Rather, let’s move on to business. I believe I’ve explained enough reasons for my aid. You are Court Minister Lebron, correct?”

“Ah, oh. Right.”

“Since you went missing, this has been the state of affairs in the alliance. The staff headquarters seem to be taking over your role, but even that appears to have been replaced recently.”

Reven spread a complexly written paper, pointing at a certain diagram with his fingertip.

“Is this… a blueprint? You don’t mean of the Duke’s castle?!”

“Indeed. Acquired it with much effort. It’s quite a maze in there.”

Lebron looked warily at Reven. Acquired it with much effort? Of course. But what surprised Lebron wasn’t that.

‘This wasn’t made for this mission. It’s a blueprint drawn over several years!’

The intricacy of the map mattered, but what caught Lebron’s attention was the vast amount of information contained in Reven’s blueprint.

It was clear it had been enhanced little by little over a long period, evidenced by multiple revisions. It was a map completed based on the testimonies of various individuals.

‘A labor of many years, slowly, gradually culminating in its current state.’

“Am I truly joining a rebellion, or had you planned to assassinate the Duke all along…?”

“Such an amusing joke. What would a mere information broker like me gain from a rebellion? Rather, it is my expertise to take advantage of the chaos others create. There’s money to be made in various ways.”

“Then, the castle blueprint is…?”

“Well. Seemed like someone would eventually buy it, so I consistently collected testimonies. It wasn’t that hard. Approaching servants who worked in the castle, those with military service history there, or anyone who entered the castle for separate affairs, a little compensation and a few words would do the job.”

It might sound simple, but in reality, it was far from it. Selecting a suitable target for the deal and making considerable efforts to keep the secret must have been hard work indeed. Lebron completely revised his perception of the so-called ‘Intelligence Guild.’

“A blueprint with the castle’s structure is in itself a bomb. The guild could have been targeted, or it might have ended up gaining nothing from it….”

Yet, despite this, they had poured years of manpower and financial resources into this and now, it had come to fruition.

The man before him must either be a shrewd businessman or a madman who wouldn’t hesitate to do anything for his interests.

And it was almost certainly the latter.


“That’s why I’m here.”

“Well, if you’re interested in my business, you can find me later. First, let’s talk about the grand fortress. It’s more interesting than you might think.”

“Interesting?”

“Take a look at these as well.”

Lebron unfolded another piece of paper on top of the blueprint, layering them together. The reaction from those present was lukewarm at best, ‘Not quite sure what to make of it.’

“It looks like a magic circle.”

“Eh? A magic circle?”

“There are many blank spots, so it’s not certain…. But if you overlay this blueprint, it forms a shape similar to a magic circle. Don’t you see?”

Khan scorned his companions with a tone of disdain. Was it not obvious that it resembled a magic circle, even at a glance? He clicked his tongue at their puzzled faces staring intently at the blueprint.

“Let’s move on.”

“Hmm… I’m more surprised that you figured it out so quickly. Yes. It does form a magic circle. The grand fortress itself is a giant magic circle…”

“That. Wasn’t there a rumor about that?”

“That rumor turned out to be true. Whether our leader knew and spread it, I don’t know.”

“Enough with the pointless chatter. What did we discuss?”

Of course, I have it all worked out. Lebron smirked and circled a specific area of the blueprint.

“It wasn’t easy to track down experts in this field, but I managed to piece together a rough composition. Considering the space ‘the grand fortress’ occupies, there weren’t as many candidates as you might think.”

“Let’s see it before discussing further.”

“One possibility is underground. The space used by the grand fortress’s mages for generations is all below. It’s also where the most inexplicable spaces are found.”

The likelihood of encountering magical traps in the search process was high, and there was also a chance that the mages could have prepared in advance and ambushed the party, making it a challenging candidate.

“Next is one of the most secretive places within the grand fortress. It’s presumed to hide the treasures of the Duke’s family, dating back to the time of the ancient Elpellan Duchy. Naturally, security is tight, and little is known about it. Perhaps only the usurper king who destroyed the duchy would have gone there.”


“Isn’t that the most plausible location? If I were the Duke, I’d hide my back door in the most secretive place too.”

“Crude, but the guild master is correct. In my opinion, that’s the most likely location. And the last is……”

Lebron’s finger smoothly glided across the blueprint, stopping at a certain point, causing Lebron to react. Lebron smiled pleasantly at the anticipated response.

“You’re familiar with this space, aren’t you?”

“……The audience chamber.”

“Exactly. The place where the Duke conducts official business or receives his vassals or guests from outside. Perhaps the most open space one could consider.”

“The ‘Black Iron Door’ of rumors is in the audience chamber? That’s impossible…”

“It’s only a possibility. The audience chamber is located at the heart of the grand fortress. According to experts, the size estimated from the grand fortress’s outer appearance does not match the chamber.”

Well, the choice is ultimately up to our leader. Lebron shrugged and turned his gaze toward Khan.”So, which route are you considering for your journey today, our protagonist of the day?”

Hmm- Khan, postponing his answer to the question, scrutinized the blueprint intently. The corridor he had seen in the memories of the puppeteer lacked windows, making it an enclosed space.

From that perspective, the first route, through the underground, seemed the most plausible. However, when considering the mages’ damp nature, it was, paradoxically, the least likely route.

‘Mages hate nothing more than sharing their research with others or being robbed of it. They would avoid places easily accessed by other mages.’

The second route, deemed most probable by Lebron, was equally dubious.

Although it was said to be the most secretive and confidential area within the grand duchy, hadn’t it already been breached once by the so-called ‘Conquest King’?

If he had left any record within the royal archives?

‘In a situation that necessitates opposition against the royal family, would one opt to reuse a space that has been compromised? As much as it is susceptible to surveillance, it might as well be a trap…’

And the last route didn’t sit right with him, either. Would a mage really hide his damp and dark secret base in a location that not only insiders of the grand ducal family but also outsiders frequented the most? On asking himself, he found reasons to shake his head. In the end, it seemed they had no choice but to take a wild guess. Or maybe split up and search…

‘This is hard.’

Despite much contemplation, finding no definitive option, Khan finally spoke up, “We are…”

*

*

*

The grand duke stepped into the ‘workshop,’ his gaze firmly ahead, to inspect the state of ‘Alpha,’ which marked both the beginning and the culmination of all plans.

‘I can hardly read it now.’

Initially, the grand duke had participated in the design of Alpha, but since then, Ashus and the puppeteer had taken over the experimentation, and many aspects had changed significantly.

The complexity of the engraved magic circles was now incomparably intricate to the original design—a project involving engraving hundreds of magic circles onto a human-sized doll, something even a magus of the golden tower would find a mad obsession with impossible dreams.

‘It’s only natural that such attempts yield significant results. If only the final phase is completed successfully…’

Holding a scepter entwined by two snakes skirting a skull, the grand duke slowly approached Alpha. The scepter hummed in resonance as he moved closer.

“Duke. If you get closer, the spells engraved on Alpha will react.”

“Puppeteer.”

At that moment, the puppeteer emerged from the sarcophagus where Alpha lay asleep.

“The fruits of our research are within reach, you wouldn’t want to ruin it with your own hands, would you?”

“Don’t be insolent.”

“Ha. Just saying. But it seems, Duke, you are very curious? About how great a being Alpha has become-.”

“I’ve always known what kind of being it would become. That I also participated in its design. Did you forget?”

“Of course not. It was a great help.”

The grand duke frowned at the words, which seemed to carry a slightly mocking tone. Annoying fellow.

“Enough with the trivial talk. Tell me how the preparation for the grand magic circle is progressing. I’ve instructed to keep it ready at any time. You haven’t forgotten, have you.”

“Of course not. If the Duke so desires, the grand magic circle can be activated at any time. And then…”

The grand magic circle, upon which stood the mages, will suck in the souls of all humans, nourishing itself with them.

“Just as you have always wished, Duke.”
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Chapter 084: Infiltration (3)

“We don’t have much time. The outer citadel gates rotate every half day, and the personnel on the walls have their shifts arranged incessantly.”

Lebron jokingly mentioned how much money was spent just on gathering this information. This time, he brought a painting that seemed to depict the overall view of Ro-Elpellan.

“Currently, the ones guarding the outer gate are a mix of the Duke’s direct soldiers and the newly subordinated nobles’ forces. There are ten outside, and again, ten inside. As for knights, I estimate there are two.”

“It must be he who wields the blood-red aura. Kal Elson will handle this. We must take him down in one strike, ensuring no commotion is caused.”

“If we can simply close the distance quietly, it’s entirely possible.”

“If it’s the Swordsmaster, the mercenary guild master, it should be easy. However, closing the distance on a knight, the role of the court minister is crucial.”

“My role…?”

Lebron nodded.

“The Duke has completely lost track of you. Having changed the carriage three times, he would never imagine you to be in Ro-Elpellan. The same goes for those guarding outside.”

“…So, if I show myself, the soldiers guarding the gate will bring me inside to verify the full story.”

“It’s good you catch on fast. Of course, there’s also a chance they might send a message inside first… But we’ll have to leave that to the judgment on the scene.”

“How much time do we have if we manage to take down the gate’s knights and soldiers without causing a big commotion?”

“One hour. Even if we stretch it, that’s the limit. If there are variables, it might be even less. Make sure to clean up the corpses meticulously and try not to leave too many signs of battle.”

“One hour…”

Khan looked towards the map of Ro-Elpellan.

Given it was a medieval map, the scaling and the precise depiction of the terrain were vague. However, the fact that we only had one hour to breach the outer citadel and infiltrate the inner city felt incredibly short given its size.

“…And after we’ve broken through the outer citadel? What should I do?”

That’s when Lebron raised his question. Given his frail appearance barely able to swing a fist, it was logical he would not be of help in the forthcoming battle.

Khan looked at Lebron with a nonchalant expression, implying ‘you explain.’ At Khan’s glance, Lebron shrugged.


“A collaborator will be waiting inside. As soon as you enter the outer citadel area, head straight to the rendezvous point where the collaborator awaits.”

“…A collaborator? Who might that be?”

“Let’s save that excitement for later. I can assure you, they will be a very welcome sight.”

Despite Lebron’s scowl at the evasive answer, he did not press further, understanding that time was of the essence.

“Then! We must each attend to our duties. As you head to the outer citadel, I must prepare for the remaining plan.”

“Don’t mess up. Your role is far from light. Make sure you support properly.”

“Ha. Are you doubting me?”

Lebron smirked as if to say, ‘who are you to doubt me?’

“Today, the White Raven becomes the kingdom’s greatest informant. The informant who played a crucial role in suppressing the rebels, I can already smell the money.”

*

*

*

“Open the gate…! Hurry!”

The sudden commotion had the soldiers guarding the outer gate aiming their spears at the four individuals crossing the drawbridge. Of course, half of them were just glancing around uncertainly.

“Verify it.”

That’s when a knight, stiff as a statue in armor, issued the command. The spear-wielding soldiers then lowered their weapons and shouted at the people rushing towards them with stern eyes.

“Identify yourselves!”

“You fools…! Don’t tell me you don’t recognize me? Just open the gate already!”

It was nonsense. No one could pass the gates of the Duchy’s castle without inspection, except for the Duke and a select few he permitted.

One of the soldiers about to yell back suddenly exclaimed, “Eh!”


“The court minister?”

“What? The court minister?”

The soldiers who realized that the individual was the court minister who had been attacked and gone missing in Al-Ranzas widened their eyes in shock as they half-lowered their spears.

Their reluctance to fully lower the weapons was likely due to the remnants of their skepticism.

“Make way! I must deliver a message to the Duke…!”

“Calm yourself for a moment. Court Minister. What brings you here so suddenly in the dead of night? Moreover, behind you are…….”

The soldier’s gaze shifted towards those standing behind the noble, as if to escort the Duke. Clad in garments made of dark brown fabric that resembled rags, complete with hoods.

There were three of them, and despite their faces being hidden, their appearance was notably distinctive.

‘Greenskins?’

Two among the trio of escorts were incredibly large. So much so, rumors swirled that perhaps orc warriors were hired as escorts.

“Being pursued from Al-Ranzas, these must be guards hired locally. With all soldiers dead, alone, how else would one travel all this way to Ro-Elpellan?”

“…Mercenaries?”

“Of course, mercenaries. Are you intending to nitpick words? If not, step aside. There’s urgent news I must deliver to the Duke…!”

The soldier did not react hastily and remained silent.

It was clear that the man before them was indeed the court minister himself.

Meaning, there was no justification to block his entry since the Duke himself had granted him access.

However, there was a reason for obstruction.

Indeed, the court minister, presumed dead or captured by the enemy, had appeared unscathed and with suspicious guards no less.

It was a prudent decision to conduct a thorough investigation while informing the Duke.

‘In such a case.’


Had it been the green soldiers from any other city, they might have allowed passage without question.

However, the Duke’s soldiers were veterans of countless battles.

“Then, we will escort you personally. To ensure such an incident does not occur within the city walls, we shall deliver the message directly.”

Although there were ‘knights’ among the scene’s highest authority, orders were given to lend their strength while judgments were made at their discretion.

This necessitated a decision from the sergeant.

‘First, to secure the court minister’s safety. Then, to deliver the news inside with a legitimate reason.’

That was his judgment, the best decision that could be made given the scarcity of information.

“Your Honors, we request your company as well. Having knights with us would lend more credibility than mere soldiers like myself.”

“…….”

“…….”

The knights silently nodded in agreement.

Thus, the soldiers, forming a circle around the court minister and his escorts, quietly exchanged glances, an unspoken signal to act without hesitation should trouble arise.

Unknown to them, Khan and Kal Elson, posing as the court minister’s mercenary guards, were exchanging looks as well.

‘When do we strike?’

‘Hold. I will give the signal when the time is right.’

‘Seems like we could kill now with no issue.’

‘We move with certainty.’

Despite the conversation being held through glances, it was evident similar sentiments were shared.

Though lacking shared battle experiences, their seasoned instincts from numerous real combat situations filled that gap.

Khan slowly lifted his head.

They were passing through the city gate, a spot where any incident on this side would be invisible from the walls above.

A more opportune moment than this could not be found.

No signal was needed. Khan, wielding ‘Neria’s Magic Awl,’ swiftly grabbed and tore through the nape of a nearby knight.

Then, turning towards a soldier who raised his spear in shock, he pierced through the soldier’s throat with the awl.

A similar whistling sound followed from behind. It was the sound of a knight at the rear having his neck and heart pierced.

Kal Elson’s sword then danced through the air, lightly grazing the necks of three soldiers.

During this moment, Pashantu’s axe wildly hacked away at the soldiers.

In an instant, ten soldiers and two knights lay dead, turning into corpses.

‘Madness…!’

At the center of it all, Lebron’s eyes quaked as if struck by an earthquake. In the blink of an eye, everything had unfolded and concluded.

‘No, it’s not over yet!’

His thoughts belatedly turned towards the remaining ten soldiers.

The soldiers recruited by the Duke from the nobles had witnessed the entire scene from across.

To avoid further commotion, they had to be dealt with swiftly…

“Lord Hern…! We shall escort you!”

However, the soldiers from the other side approached first, grabbing Lebron’s arm in a sudden move.

Startled, he struggled but then stopped dead in his tracks upon seeing something.

“We shall escort the rest as well.”

The rest of the party, as if naturally following the plan from the beginning, surrounded by soldiers of the noble houses, proceeded towards the inner gate.

Without causing a major commotion in the outer district, they somehow managed to overcome the first significant hurdle that could massively influence the difficulty of their plans ahead.

Had it not been for the presence of Lebron, it would have been impossible to lure the knights and soldiers all at once into their range of attack.

Sooner or later, the absence of the gate guards and the discovered corpses would raise alarm, but by that time, the deed would have already been done and over with.

‘There’s still work to be done with that guy… But ultimately, what’s important is our infiltration into the inner city.’

There’s only a wall separating Seongha Village from the outer district, yet the atmosphere was strikingly different.

That was inevitable.

Nobles who had spent their lives treating each other as potential bandits, and who had been uneasy neighbors, were now gathered in one place.

Many of them had actual disputes with each other in the city.

Now forced to act as one, it was strange there weren’t more squeaks in the machinery.

This tension, however, conveniently eased Khan’s party’s movements.

The sight of men in suspicious attire being escorted to the inner city, surrounded by noble soldiers, did not invite curious glances or meddling.

They moved on, shushing each other, driven by a sense of not wanting to get involved and face the hassle, a sentiment prevailing among those sworn to the grand duke.

Thus, without any significant obstructions, Khan’s party smoothly passed through the outer district, when suddenly Khan looked up at the sky.

Drip- Drip-

A few droplets of water hit his face, gradually intensifying into a downpour.

Tududududu-

People in the outer district scattered, cursing under their breath at the sudden heavy rain, and soon, hardly anyone was left on the well-maintained main road, virtually leaving it for Khan’s party’s exclusive use.

Khan pushed back the hood of his padded coat.

“What, already?”

“This is sufficient.”

“Is it, now?”

Kal Elson and Pashantu, as if on cue, also drew back their hoods. Pashantu, perhaps finding the padded coat suffocating, tossed it away entirely.

“Hey! That’s expensive you know!”

“Hahaha! It begins!”

“Damn it. Do you know how much it cost to make that…”

While Kal Elson grumbled as he quickly picked up the discarded padded coat, Khan instructed the surrounding soldiers to retreat.

“We can take it from here, hide yourselves with your master now.”

The soldiers turned away without a word and left the main road. Now alone, the trio gripped their weapons, ready to make their entrance into the inner city.

Drdrdrdrdr…

The sound of a gate closing was heard not far away.

The metal bars of the passageway into the inner city were being lowered due to the sudden onset of rain, seemingly moving the gate’s closing time earlier.

For the party that had to pass through this gateway, it was unwelcome news.

Yet, there was no sign of haste in Khan or the others.

“Can you cut it?”

“Are you really asking?”

Responding to Khan’s question with a snort, Kal Elson walked determinedly towards the passageway.

Soldiers noticing the party’s approach began screaming and thrusting their spears, but Kal Elson ignored them and kept advancing.

“Approach…!”

“Stab…!”

Dismissing the grand duke’s soldiers’ warnings, they thrust their spears without hesitation. Then a few flashes skimmed through the soldiers’ necks, chests, arms, and legs.

Swoosh—

The soldiers crumbled where Kal Elson’s blade passed, momentarily halting the rain’s fall in its path, and his sword precisely split the metal bars blocking the passage in two.

A commotion spread.

It seemed the disturbance in the inner city’s passageway had been noticed, as numerous presences on the other side of the passage were sensed by Khan.

Their covert infiltration had become pointless in an instant. But Khan remained calm, as this was part of the plan all along.

Starting trouble from Seongha Village and the outer district meant facing an endless swarm of moths, requiring them to move stealthily like mice. Khan’s method of resolving issues, however, ultimately converged into one, as always—.

‘Come to think of it, I’ve never split a high noble’s head with an axe before.’
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Chapter 085. Dungeon (1)

[Karyan──!!]

Before the battle truly began, Pashantu, who had invoked the god of her tribe, charged with the axe gifted by the Duke in hand.

She moved with an explosive speed that seemed at odds with her size, larger than that of a Khan.

Her movements resembled a giant beast pouncing on its prey.

Sshhhhk!

Cutting through the rain, she boldly stepped into the space between the heavily armored soldiers revealed on the other side of the corridor.

Though only a single barbarian had entered the passage, designed wide enough for a carriage to pass through, it felt constrainingly narrow with her presence. In reality, it was indeed cramped.

The most she faced at one time was merely three, and the proximity she initially closed in on them rendered their spears less effective.

It was not calculation, but the realm of instinct.

Like all warriors of the Frostbone tribe, she too was a master of combat, instinctively pinpointing the enemies’ weaknesses.

“Kurgh!”

Dodging the spear’s tip by a hair’s breadth, she swung her axe, targeting precisely the seams of armor in a strike that seemed meticulously calculated to tear muscle and sever bone.

Of course, it was not immediately fatal. However, there was no need to aim for lethality. She was not alone in the corridor.

Schlik. Schlik. Schlik.

Three slicing sounds almost overlapped each other. Yet, no one saw the blade being swung. The sight, as if invisible assassins lurked among them, made the Duke’s soldiers hesitate and attempt to regroup.

“Spread out! Just block the passageway!”

Armed with tower shields capable of covering their entire bodies, they positioned themselves to block Pashantu’s path.

This showed a clear intention to block the passageway with their bodies, and it was indeed the best judgment.

If they formed several lines of shield defense along the straight corridor, it would be difficult for even Pashantu to forcefully break through.

Moreover, they were not just going to be passive victims, as evidenced by the ‘thud-thudding’ sound of steel bolts filling the space in front of Pashantu.

Even a master of combat like her could not fend off dozens of bolts fired in the confined space. It was a testament to how elite the Duke’s soldiers were.

If she had been alone, she would have been completely helpless.

“Must be rolling in money, huh.”

Following a short, mocking tone, steel bolts clattered to the ground, all split in half.

“To arm even ordinary soldiers to this extent. Where on earth did you get all this?”

Light-hearted words, yet the outcome created by the voice’s owner was anything but trivial. A white scratch appeared over the shields blocking the corridor.

Whoosh!

And blood spurted forth.

“I’ll cut down the shields. Go on a rampage as you please, oh Great Warrior.”

“Great Warrior. No!”

Having sliced through steel shields and their bearers in a single stroke and yet not a drop of blood on his blade—

It was Swordmaster Kal Elson.

“Whether it’s right or not… Let’s just clear the way first!”

Karyan─! As Pashantu resumed her charge, new soldiers hurried to fill the gaps.

Immediately, Kal Elson’s sword effortlessly sliced through the shields, and Pashantu once again surged forward, trampling over the soldiers as if pushing the front line itself.

It was an unstoppable onslaught. Even the Duke’s soldiers, who had confidence in their overwhelming casualty exchange ratio against any of the kingdom’s soldiers, could not hold back these two and were pushed back time and again.

Due to the narrow, straight passageway, it was hard to exploit any numerical advantage, yet the situation was still beyond belief.

Individually capable of tactical destruction, they encountered a monster who could grind dozens, if not hundreds, of soldiers to dust.

The destructive power of a knight or a swordmaster on the battlefield was, indeed, formidable.

Swiftly, the passageway was half-breached. It was around then that the soldiers’ movements became frantic, and Kal Elson’s gaze sharply inclined towards the sky.

*Rattle…*

That was the sound of a trap being sprung. Whether it was a precautionary measure, Kal Elson’s eyes gleamed sharply.

“I need to speed up.”

Whatever they’re planning to do on their end, retreating was not an option. So, Kal Elson was left with only one choice — to break through the passageway even faster.

Just as Kal Elson was about to exert more force, the chilling voice of Khan behind him made his skin crawl.

“Hey! Stick to the wall…”

Kal Elson’s face flushed with incredulity, but Pashantu had already silently hugged the wall.

“Dammit!”

Swallowing the curse that almost slipped, Kal Elson also pressed himself against the wall. Then—

──────

“Insane…!”

Something flashed through the center of the passageway at a speed not even Kal Elson, with his extraordinary reflexes, could clearly see, registering only as a “blurry object.”

What passed by them in the blink of an eye, shielding with its arm, then disappeared, having cut through the soldiers in its path.

Following the object, Kal Elson turned his head just in time to catch the aftermath. The heavily armored soldiers that had filled the passageway were now torn so terribly their forms were unrecognizable.

Indeed, traces remained — blood smeared on the walls and metal fragments scattered on the ground barely attested to their existence.

“Even a decent empire’s knight couldn’t mimic this. This is…”

Taking into account the vast difference in average strength between the kingdom and the empire, Khan’s strength was truly fitting of the term ‘superhuman’, especially without using mana…

“Stop dawdling and run!”

Kal Elson, snapping out of his daze, darted through the now empty passageway. Around that time, ominous noises began to envelop them, like a building on the verge of collapse!

That intuition was spot-on. As soon as Kal Elson and Pashantu had exited the passageway, a loud bang followed.

Turning around, they saw the long passageway they had just crossed now buried under a pile of rubble.

Even for a swordmaster like Kal Elson, there was nothing he could do if the entire passageway collapsed. Realizing that he had narrowly avoided being crushed under the rubble before even getting the chance to fight properly, goosebumps covered his back.

“What the…!”

“Front! It’s a spell!”


“I know that,” Kal Elson muttered under his breath, not bothering to turn as he slashed through several fireballs, erasing them without a trace.

Only then did he turn his head, now facing soldiers in heavy armor, knights, and a few mages ready for intruders, and further beyond, an even larger force of troops gathering in real-time.

“We break through, head straight for the castle. As for the projectiles…”

“I’ll cut them all down. Just take care of the ones that get close.”

“Kill them! Kill them all!”

“There’s no time to kill them all, aunt,” Khan coldly advised, but Pashantu, bursting into loud laughter, charged forward recklessly.

[Karyan──!!]

She rushed in as if utterly oblivious to the concept of fear.The axe gifted by the Black Wing Duke was a remarkable weapon that could penetrate even plate armors.

Indeed, a strike embedded into the joint of a heavily armored soldier resulted in wounds akin to severance. However, it was not so efficient as to eliminate all resistance.

As she retrieved her axe, slashes aiming for her openings began to wound Pashantu’s body as well.

She faced hundreds, no, several hundreds of heavily armored infantry in a space that was wide open. Even with her exceptional senses, she couldn’t possibly manage every attack coming from all directions.

[Ah, worthy! Warriors worth fighting indeed─!]

Yet, Pashantu’s ferocity only grew, as if she relished in the pain. She threw herself into the gaps between spears and swords, slashing wildly with her axe. Several heads took flight.

Hahaha─!!

‘This is why barbarian…’

Khan, watching from behind, swallowed a sigh but didn’t attempt to stop her reckless charge.

To expose one’s flesh to protect the bones in battle was an absurd strategy when overwhelmingly outnumbered. However, after glancing at the wounds Pashantu had sustained, he judged there was no need for intervention.

‘They are but superficial cuts. She dodged or brushed aside everything else.’

Unintentionally, Pashantu had captured the enemy’s full attention, allowing Kal Elson a momentary lapse in the enemy’s vigilance.

“Huff…!”

Kal Elson leaped off the rampaging Pashantu’s back.

Realizing too late the presence of the swordsman above them, the soldiers tried to respond with their spears but it was too late. Kal Elson spun in the air, landing amidst them.

Zwish swish swish!


A storm of blood erupted around the landing spot, limbs and heads flew in disarray, and with a single stroke, Kal Elson caused casualties multiples times greater than Pashantu’s efforts, flicking the blood off his untouched sword out of habit.

“Tch. Such inefficient swordplay. I suppose it’s time to discard it.”

It was the secret technique ‘Falling Hawk’ that the First Knight of the Duke had used in battle against Khan. Having observed it from a distance once, Kal Elson had perfected it, perhaps even more efficiently than its original master.

Recognized by the imperial sword masters for his innate talent and a devotion bordering on madness, even the swordsmanship refined over generations by a border knight’s family seemed trivial to a Sword Demon who defied the mysteries of mana.

Nevertheless, even Kal Elson could not help but continuously express his astonishment in front of such a monstrous barbarian.

[Such trivial insects scurrying about. Isn’t it so?]

Annoying.

Silencing Draupnir’s incessant chatter, he crushed a knight’s helm aglow with a blood-red aura with his fist. After piercing through the knight’s skull, Khan swung Draupnir diagonally at the next target.

Despite the armor and the aura’s resistance aiming to deflect the sword, pure strength obliterated all opposition.

Crack!

As the bodies of two knights split in the same manner, Khan had already charged towards another, splitting the head of one who countered with a similar blood-red aura with his axe.

Thus, four knights fell in mere moments.

‘Mass-produced, but compared to tin can #1, the fake aura is of pitiful quality.’

Still, they remained significantly more dangerous than regular infantry. The extent of this mass production was troubling -.

‘Don’t tell me… the city is swarming like ants.’

With such unease, the group cleared their path of enemies and advanced until they suddenly halted. It wasn’t that something had blocked their path or an unexpected enemy had appeared.

Rather, the phenomenon laid out before them at the entrance of the grand duke’s castle was enough to make the trio’s steps falter.

“This is…”

“An unsettling sight!”

A portal-like swirl, reminiscent of something from a video game, rotated at the castle’s entrance, mixing indescribable colors.

‘Damn. What in the world is happening?’
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Chapter 86: The Dungeon (2)

‘Midland Quest’ fundamentally guaranteed a high degree of freedom, but it was a semi-open-world game where additional adventure areas and quests became available depending on the character’s growth and quest progression.

Naturally, diligently searching the fields of Midland often led to hidden sub-quests or encountering sudden events, exhibiting plenty of open-world elements.

There were enthusiasts who focused solely on such events, putting the main quest on the back burner.

Of course, Khan, who had little interest in hidden stories or Easter eggs, only focused on the sub-quests known for their generous rewards, primarily pushing forward with the main quests.

However, even the extremest of skippers couldn’t just overlook dungeons.

‘After all, they offer substantial experience points, and with some luck, high-grade items might drop.’

But now, with the game becoming reality, the existence of ‘dungeons’ was a hard pill for Khan to swallow, like his status window. After all, the concept of a massive subspace, completely isolated from the outside and crawling with horrific monsters, seemed too far-fetched.

Yet, the people of Midland accepted the existence of dungeons and demonic realms as natural. Some theorized demonic realms were the result of a dark mage’s experiments. Others believed ancient mages meddling with dimensions caused a belated manifestation. However, it seemed like no one truly knew.

What was clear was the extreme danger of these demonic realms. It became known to the people of Midland with the arrival of the ‘Great Demonic Realm,’ which swallowed a third of the continent.

‘Eventually, a great demon would descend there….’

Killing the great demon that descended in Midland and completely purifying the Great Demonic Realm was the final chapter of Midland Quest.

Owing to the dialogue uttered by the great demon that appeared, Khan became aware of the existence of ‘Old Gods’ dwelling in other dimensions, which also kept him from giving up on returning to Earth.

It’s important to note that the great demon descended into Midland through a demonic realm. Demons generally resided in ‘Hell,’ considered a lower dimension of Midland, preferring to exert indirect influence through dark mages or demonic followers.

Similar to how gods in the pantheon managed the continent through their followers from ‘Heaven.’ The price of a true descent was immense, especially for the great demon regarded as the parent of all demons.

Khan speculated that the existence of the demonic realm might reduce the cost of dimensional travel or even make it possible.

That’s why he once roamed the continent, clearing demonic realms.

‘It was then… when I met Tilly.’

Was it encountering something unimagusnable in such a place? Overwhelmed by sudden thoughts, Khan frowned. While he was momentarily lost in thought, the duke’s forces he had previously evaded with a breakthrough had approached nearby.

Ahead was a demonic realm with unknown dangers, and behind, an army determined to capture him. Either choice led to a perilously dangerous situation, but for Khan, there was no other option.


‘If I were to turn back now, I wouldn’t have started in the first place.’

Above all, he had matters to settle with the one who wielded puppetry. About the source of the soul-manipulating spells… and Tilly’s existence.

“Let’s go in.”

Khan declared his decision, and almost simultaneously, the party stepped into the entrance of the demonic realm.

The moment he stepped across the boundary of the demonic realm, sound disappeared as if his very senses had malfunctioned, and he felt paralyzed, unable to feel anything. Moreover, his vision blurred, akin to wearing ill-fitting glasses.

Thanks to his experiences of assaulting demonic realms several times, Khan didn’t panic and calmly regulated his breathing. The sensory disruption didn’t last long.

After a few breaths, touch returned first, and by the time he fidgeted his fingers and confirmed his limbs’ movements, smell and sound were perceived normally again.

And through the blurred vision, a clear image formed. A corridor laid with smoothly polished gray stone. Decorations made of gold and silver. The interior, evidently a product of lavish expenditure, felt antique.

However, long lines scratched across the walls significantly marred the corridor’s aesthetics.

“Is there really no significant problem at first glance…?”

The appearances of the demonic terrains showed stark differences, dividing into those where the spaces engulfed by the erosion were replicated as they were, and those that underwent significant transformations due to the erosion.

In the latter cases, the original spaces could change to sizes several times larger, or in extreme instances, living creatures and objects could morph into grotesque tentacled monsters.

For now, what was visible seemed to be of the former case, but… it was impossible to know how the interior had transformed, and a proper assessment could only be made after seeing the creatures engulfed by the erosion.

“I never thought I’d come back to this wretched place, especially not from a frontier kingdom…”

“Come to think of it, you’ve been inside a great demonic terrain before, haven’t you?”

“I wouldn’t say I’ve been inside. I only fought off monsters near the entrance. But… even that was a horrific experience.”

One could only hope this place wasn’t as bad. Muttering to himself, Kal Elson stepped forward with his sword ready, deciding to lead since he was the only one in the party with experience regarding demonic terrains.

Khan didn’t bother to correct Kal Elson’s thoughts and positioned Pashantu at the very back, placing himself in the middle to complete their formation.

“This place is strange. I worry whether Karyan can watch over my battle.”

“Even now, my dear aunt, you think of dying honorably.”


“Ha ha ha─! Even after passing the warrior’s test, you speak such naïve words. If one can face their inevitable death as a mortal in the way they desire, honorably, there can be no greater glory! Despite having been told this ad nauseam!”

“I got tired of hearing it during the warrior’s test.”

Khan grimaced, recalling the long-winded speeches his ‘father’ had given during the county days of his possession.

“Death is the end, what honor is there to seek in that? Especially if one dies in a foreign land far from home. After all, no one will acknowledge my death.”

“Forgotten? Karyan watches over our noble deaths. That’s why we strive to die honorably as warriors.”

“…Well, I’m not sure about that.”

Perhaps deep down, Khan still harbored doubts about whether this world was an illusion. Had he truly believed this world to be real, he might have sought meaningful connections and settled somewhere to live his life.

Utilizing the endlessly growing body of a barbarian warrior and knowledge from the future, he might have worked towards gaining fame and becoming a hero.

Yet, he never attempted to build deep relationships and dismissed the notion of fame as pointless, settling for the life of a wandering mercenary while searching for a way to return, aimlessly-.

“If you truly believe that, consider this, my foolish nephew.”

“What nonsense are you on about now…”

“Think about when you die. Your friends, lover, parents remembering you as a great and noble warrior.”

Several rebuttals ran through his mind, but Khan eventually chose silence, not just because of the faces that flashed across his mind the moment he heard her advice.

“Let’s stop the chit-chat and talk about this damned corridor.”

Kal Elson suddenly stopped walking and turned around to speak. Despite the lengthy conversation between Pashantu and Khan, the corridor, warped by the demonic terrain’s erosion, had not ended.

“The corridors of the grand castle are known to twist and turn like a maze. But this…”

“It feels like we’re walking the same section over and over.”

“Exactly! That’s what I was trying to say!”

Even if the map Lebron had shown was a total mess, walking this much without any change was definitely a strange sign. Considering they had entered a space influenced by the demonic terrain made it all the more peculiar.

Khan carefully examined the surrounding decorations and what appeared to be parts of a magic circle, marked by white lines, as he continued walking. A few more minutes passed in this manner.


“Indeed, the same space keeps repeating itself.”

It was only then that Khan, having gained certainty, decided that moving further was pointless and stopped in his tracks.

“Shit. I thought it was too quiet for a demonic realm. So, this is how they screw with us. I’d prefer the monsters. At least you can slash through those with a sword.”

“Hmm.”

As Kal Elson grumbled in annoyance, Khan, who had been pounding the walls of the corridor with his fists, drew his axe. Before Kal Elson could even ask what he intended to do, Khan swung the axe with all his might, striking the wall.

Kal Elson winced and covered his ears with his fingers, as though a bomb had gone off. “As if to prove he’s not a barbarian.”

“Hey. You know, the structure of a demonic realm remains fixed until the erosion is completely resolved. That kind of attempt won’t even leave a scratch… Wait, what?”

Kal Elson’s attempt to scold Khan’s reckless behavior faltered as his words trailed off in shock.

The wall Khan had struck with his axe was now crisscrossed with cracks, like splintered glass. Even Kal Elson, who could easily slice through a knight’s aura and a mage’s spells, couldn’t alter the demonic realm’s invariability. Yet, the barbarian’s brute strength with an axe had shattered that law.

“How did you…?”

“Who knows.”

‘I truly have no idea’. Khan let out a hollow laugh.

Among the characters he had developed in games were monsters so formidable that even transcendent beings could barely handle them.

Yet, even those characters couldn’t physically break through a demonic realm. It might have been merely because the game prohibited destroying the map. However, compared to heroes who had slaughtered the demons of hell and laid to rest the dragons and giants of Midland, Khan’s strength should have been insignificant.

‘Could it be…’

Khan’s gaze shifted to the axe in his hand.

It was a piece created with decent craftsmanship by Wagner’s dwarves, but it underwent a complete transformation after being blessed by the Goddess of Justice in Al-Ranzas. In terms of the game’s rating, it was beyond ordinary and magical items, ranking among the rarest. And among those, it was quite superior.

‘All the hero-class characters were wrapped in legendary and mythical grade items. But…’

A weapon blessed directly by a supreme god of the pantheon was unprecedented in all his gaming records. If there was any plausible explanation, it likely lay in the blessing bestowed by the Goddess of Justice.

‘If not that, then…’

As his gaze unintentionally drifted towards his right chest, Khan shook his head.

Regardless of the reason, the fact that he could break the immutability of the demonic realm remained unchanged. A cold smile played on Khan’s lips as he reached this conclusion.

“What’s with that ominous smile?”

“What do you mean?”

“If it’s what I think you’re planning, just stop! Who knows what kind of hellish situation will unfold…!”

‘We’ll see when we try.’

“Hey, hey! You brute!”

“I’m honestly curious, too.”

Khan replied with a smile in his voice, lifting his axe once again.

“I’ve often smashed through building walls, but this will be the first time breaking a demonic realm.”

Boom──!!
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It was unfortunate, but the opportunity to verify if the demonic realm could indeed be destroyed had vanished. The corridor that entrapped them began to melt away, transforming into some sort of room.

It was as if space itself had a will, attempting to obstruct Khan’s actions.

‘As expected, there must be a separate boss for the demonic realm.’

In order to purify the demonic realm, it was essential to find the ‘core’. The form of the core could sometimes take the shape of a specific object or exist in the form of a gemstone, and occasionally, the core itself acts as the boss of the demonic realm, taking on an active role.

Moreover, such forms of the demonic realm usually presented a considerable level of difficulty. It was about defeating a monster created by the power of the ‘core’ that maintained an entire sub-dimension. It would be strangely easier if that wasn’t the case.

“Here we are…”

“The central hall. According to the floor plan, this was the first place one would encounter upon passing through the corridor.”

The hall meant to welcome guests follows an endlessly long corridor. Whomever’s idea this was, it’s quite a nasty hobby. Khan let out his impression with a casual remark.

The central hall, which also served as a banquet hall during parties within the castle, was incredibly spacious and magnificent. However, the absence of any signs of life made it feel somewhat empty.

[Such a space also existed in that guy’s house! Though this is far from matching it!]

Leaving behind Pashantu’s carefree impression, Khan, who was surveying the barren space, suddenly narrowed his eyes. There were four possible paths to choose from in the central hall.

To the left and right were the ‘Servant Hall’ commonly used by servants and the pathways leading to the training grounds and baths used by the duke’s direct lineage and knights, while the frontal staircase and the rear exit out of the castle were straight ahead.

However, the path at the rear was obstructed by a wavering darkness at its entrance. There was no intention of turning back anyway, since they had arrived at the central hall via that staircase.

“This seems all too familiar.”

“…What do you mean by that?”

“If the house owner has called guests into the hall, what would you expect?”

Khan smirked wryly as he surveyed the central hall once more. Of course, they should be grandly welcomed. Though, not in the manner they’d prefer.

Wooosh…!!

At that moment, the darkness covering the rear pathway began to violently shake. Seeing as it wasn’t the most subtle of phenomena, the party members readied themselves to retreat and prepared for combat.


“What in the world is this…”

“Hmm. Should we just kill them?”

“No, wait. I have some questions.”

Ignoring Pashantu’s visibly disappointed reaction, Khan, who had approached the trembling passageway, grinned cheekily. The throng spewed forth from the darkness like vomit had indeed happy faces, though they likely felt as though they were facing the emissary of death itself.

‘They actually followed us in.’

Their identity was none other than the duke’s soldiers who had attacked Khan’s party outside the castle.

“What in the world are you up to…! You minion of the devil!”

At that moment, the seemingly highest-ranking among the soldiers yelled out. Judging by his helmet adorned with various ornaments, he appeared to be a commander with a noble title, or perhaps a favorite of the duke.

“What am I up to? Why are you asking me that?”

“You transformed the ducal castle into this grotesquerie using the power of demons!”

“The power of demons…”

‘This guy knows nothing.’

Khan had hoped the man’s apparent rank implied he had some knowledge. Yet, the comments he made were the type anyone unaware of how the demonic realm came to be would utter.

“If you don’t return the ducal castle to its original state immediately, I will execute you on the spot!””

“…these primitive medieval folks, I swear.”

Based on experience from the past few years, when faced with phenomena they didn’t understand or found difficult to grasp, these medieval folks had a tendency to look for dark mages or demons before even attempting to understand it.

Just like the one right in front of me. It made more sense to suspect that the lord of the castle had played some tricks rather than thinking that a barbarian who had just entered a state of siege was behind this mischief.

Moreover, it was doubtful how these people, unable to stop a mere three individuals with a force of over a hundred, had the confidence to threaten execution.

“We clearly need a deep conversation.”

It wouldn’t hurt to gather some information related to the duke in advance. If lucky, I might even stumble upon a clue about the sudden erosion of the demonic boundary…


With that thought, Khan clenched his fist tight, narrowing his brows. Kal Elson, who had been silently monitoring the situation, showed a similar reaction, while Pashantu, eager for battle, had already prepared his axe for the charge.

“Behold! The great power bestowed upon the descendants of Elpellan by the duke himself!”

The commander, brimming with confidence, drew his sword, unleashing an ominous red aura, similar to the duke’s first knight or the ‘fake knights’ produced by some technique. However, the aura drawn by this idiot was slightly different from those seen before.

‘Dangerous.’

Instinctively, a warning bell rang. This cannot be left unattended!

In an instant, Khan rushed forward, aiming directly above the commander’s head, and his god-blessed axe precisely split the fool’s head and body in two, all too easily.

‘It’s not over yet…’

The situation was far from over. Khan kicked aside the crumbling corpse and charged towards the soldiers who were still slow to grasp the situation. Just then, their weapons also began to emanate a similar ominous red aura, resonating together.

“What is this?”

Even they seemed confused, but Khan didn’t give them a chance to understand or explain.

There was no need for complicated calculations. Khan wielded his axe and magic sword wildly, chopping with the axe, slashing with the sword, and thrusting his elbow and toes like spearheads, mangling their insides.

It was a one-sided slaughter. The soldiers who had rushed in were quickly laid down as corpses. Khan then yelled at Pashantu and Kal Elson.

“Prepare for battle!”

After single-handedly killing them all, what battle was there to prepare for? No one in the group was naive enough to question his command. If Khan said something was going to happen, it meant it really was. His insights and intuition had often proven accurate.

Indeed, Khan’s warning soon proved correct.

“Woooah…”

The ominous red aura that the commander had unleashed began to coalesce into some form on its own, resembling a human figure shrouded in a blood-red cloud. But to Khan, it looked more like…

‘A genie popped out of a lamp,’ albeit a particularly malevolent type of genie.

The humanoid form with a face lacking distinct features was terrible enough, but what made this monster truly horrifying was the occasional appearance of human faces protruding from its body, silently screaming. Just looking at it, one could sense it was wrapped in malevolence.

“…Now, that’s more like the demonic boundary I know.”


“Ghosts can’t be killed!”

“It’s questionable whether it can be killed with a sword.”

Kal Elson and Pashantu expressed their concerns.

Of course, even beings without a physical body couldn’t evade the sword’s blade, but completely extinguishing a spirit was a different story. Naturally, it was impossible for Pashantu, who was merely skilled in combat.

“Woooah.”

However, Khan’s face hardened for a slightly different reason.

[Such a displeasing existence.]

Khan sincerely empathized with Draupnir’s interjection of sentiment this time around.

‘The Puppeteer. He must have sent puppets outside the stronghold and played the sage for reasons like this.’

He had extracted souls from those who followed the false sage, manipulating them as puppets. The number easily reached a hundred, and if one were to include unknown victims, it would be even more.

Turning the influential figures of the north into ‘living corpses’ was merely the tip of the iceberg.

Where then, were all these souls, and how were they utilized?

A part of that truth lay right before him.

[Souls are, after all, the most pure form of energy.]

Draupnir added with a somewhat amused tone.

Khan was vaguely aware of this fact. The reason demons harvested souls as payment was because of their significant value.

[Using souls as fuel to convert into power… It’s a relic from the ancient times. Simple and brutal, yet effective. It is a forbidden magic that goes against the natural order.]

Producing magical tools that temporarily allowed a mere mercenary captain to withstand Khan, and creating ‘false knights’ who manipulated blood-red energy. All of this was made possible through the sacrifice of victims’ souls.

‘And here I thought I had seen through all the bullshit in this world.’

Only now did he truly understand how horrific the experiments conducted by the Followers of Truth across the continent were.

[You’re angry.]

“Bullshit.”

[And feel guilt…]

Khan shoved the noisy magic sword into Aecharis’s pouch and instead grasped Neria’s Magic Awl.

All the injustices and catastrophes in the godforsaken Midlands were of a nature that no individual could stop. No matter if one was a warrior who could match strength with an ogre or slaughter wyverns, one still had only one body. If it were possible to stop it, the emperor of the empire would have taken care of it.

After all, wasn’t he just a middle-aged corporate worker from a peaceful world who was forced into being a barbarian warrior in a shitty game? A person who had been unhappy all their life wouldn’t know they were unhappy. However, a person who had lived happily would feel terrible even with a slight misfortune.

‘Who else could be more wronged than me?’

Having lived a life in paradise only to fall into hell… Khan saw his situation in that light.

In that brief moment of reflection. Leading with the largest spirit born from the commander’s weapon, followed by slightly smaller ones originating from the soldiers, nearly twenty spirits now filled the central hall with their wails.

“Wooohhhhh!”

The loudest among them produced a sound reminiscent of human crying. Leaving aside the question of how a creature without vocal cords or a mouth could make such a noise.

“It’s obvious they mean to fight, isn’t it?” Kal Elson’s voice carried a tense edge. Although it was impossible to feel the gaze of the eyeless spirits, Kal Elson sensed them directing their attention their way.

As if regarding them as sworn enemies, with a blind and deep-seated enmity.

***

[You have entered the dungeon: Screams of the Silenced Souls.]

─Player Objective: Locate and retrieve the core.

─Success Reward: ???

─Failure: The erosion by the demonic realm accelerates, and the materialized ‘core’ will escape the dungeon.
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“Just how far are we going…?” Lebron demanded an explanation as he was led by soldiers to somewhere within the outer district. However, the soldiers gripping his arms did not slow their pace.

‘What is it? Why are they hurrying like this…?’ At the moment, no one seemed particularly interested in them. After all, it was only a matter of time before those brutish men would create havoc in the inner city, leaving no room for concern about this side.

Yet, the soldiers’ demeanor hinted at a sense of urgency, as if being chased by someone. In other words, it seemed highly suspicious. Lebron’s eyes narrowed. If these weren’t familiar faces escorting him, he would have attempted to flee from them immediately.

“Please, enter. We will guard from outside.”

Guided by the soldiers, Lebron arrived at a desolate house located in an obscure part of the outer district. It seemed untouched by human hands for a considerable time, with an exterior that wouldn’t surprise anyone if it collapsed any moment.

It was the very image of what one might call a haunted mansion. Why would that person bring him here? The question drilled into his mind, but Lebron maintained a composed demeanor as he stepped into the mansion.

Squeak—

The neglected door screamed as it opened. The desolate landscape of the garden unfolded before him, reminiscent of a dark mage’s garden. Lebron genuinely wanted to flee right then. He forced his trembling legs to move and knocked on the mansion’s door.

Then, a series of loud thuds came from inside. Whatever the urgency, the sound of stomping feet reached the door. Lebron, consciously lowering the corners of his lips that had risen unknowingly, opened the door.

“Ha, Herrn, you! You’re really alive!”

Before he could react, Lebron was embraced tightly, his face scrunching in an attempt to break free. However, the old friend who hugged him did so with even greater force, as if to further assure the return of a friend thought to be dead.

“I could suffocate to death.”

“No, you mustn’t die. How on earth did you make it back!”

Had recent rough circumstances muddled his mind? The familiarly foolish tone was unexpectedly welcoming. The sight of his friend’s robust figure, which he had thought lacking in stature, now seemed comforting. Perhaps, Lebron himself had changed.

“It’s been a long time, Viscount Ermon.”

The collaborator whom Levin mentioned turned out to be Viscount Ermon, a nobleman and mayor of a neighboring city with whom he had been acquainted for a long time.

*

*

*

“Khuh, truly a relief. Do you know how shocked I was when I heard you went missing in Al-Ranzas?”

Moreover, to have been done in by a paladin…?


Viscount Ermon’s voice, barely a whisper, was laden with tears. It seemed he was on the verge of bursting into tears outside, and it took some effort to calm him down and start the conversation.

“The church claimed it was just a rumor, but how can we believe that!”

“…It seems the nobles are quite upset.”

“Of course, they are. I was happy to see you well, but it’s true that the Duke has snubbed us. By forcefully incorporating us and then plundering our resources in exchange for troops… The atmosphere was already tense. And then these bizarre rumors began to circulate.”

“So, Levin… you contacted the intelligence guild, did you?”

Viscount Ermon nodded hesitantly.

“When I heard you had joined hands with them… I thought you must have had your reasons, so I accepted. I also approached other nobles.”

“…How did you approach them?”

“With dissatisfaction already rampant, I targeted those nobles who, like me, were being sidelined. I hinted at the information provided by the intelligence guild, saying just blending in would suffice. They all readily agreed.”

“Goodness.”

It was a sigh that would have been accompanied by a forehead slap had he been alone. While ultimately it may have been the right call to go along with it. How could he so easily spread such talk among other nobles?

If they had reported to the Duke…

‘This could complicate things.’

The Duke already seemed to be in a hurry. The moment he hears that the nobles are conspiring behind his back, there’s no telling what kind of rash action he might take.

“Where are these nobles now?”

“They’re likely taking cover in their own estates. In case things go awry, they plan to seize the opportunity amidst the chaos to sway the public’s sentiment…”

“This is madness.”

“Why, what happened all of a sudden?”

“Do you really not understand?”

Viscount Ermon wore a perplexed expression, his eyes wide with genuine confusion.


A dose of cold water sharp enough to jolt him awake was needed. No, perhaps a strong drink would be better… Lebron tousled his hair, as if to soothe his agitated mind.

‘Those monsters, they might indeed assassinate the Duke. Even if they fail, the public’s sentiment will surely turn against him.’

Given the infiltrators’ identities, one being the grandmaster of the Mercenary Guild and another, a barbarian warrior highly favored by the king’s relative, the Black Wing Duke.

Even politically unversed citizens would inevitably sense that the rebellion would not be welcomed by the continent. And there was Abbess Berta from Al-Ranzas.

While she may not represent the Church of the All-God in entirety, the mere fact that a paladin stands against the Duke would undoubtedly shake public sentiment.

“If that happens? Not only the people of the dukedom, but the subordinate nobles and the armed factions will turn their backs.”

Nobility means to rule. However, their power ultimately stems from the voluntary cooperation of those subjugated. Once the people’s hearts turn, the dukedom will naturally collapse on its own.

“If the Duke falls from power…”

Even when he was called the Duke, he had been the de facto ruler of the North.

Should such a ruler disappear, the North would inevitably face great chaos, and chaos breeds new opportunities. Those opportunities would be granted in proportion to one’s contribution to the Duke’s downfall.

“We need to act.”

“Act? Where? Are you suggesting we leave dukedom?”

“No, we will stay in dukedom.”

Lebron… no, Hern’s eyes sparkled with ambition.

“Who would have thought a mere city mayor would become the head of a rebel state?”

It’s an opportune moment. Since catching the eye of the Duke to become a court minister, and being kidnapped by an executioner to infiltrate dukedom, an ordinary life had ceased to be an option for Hern. Waiting passively for the situation to resolve would only mean being dragged around as a key witness.

“Positions where other nobles are staying… If you know any, tell me everything.”

Perhaps even this move of his might have been intended by the executioner. That barbarian, cunning enough to make it plausible. But Hern decided not to care.

“Taking that vacant place, if it’s me, wouldn’t matter.”

And so, Hern embraced his new ambition.


────────!!!

A terrible scream as if it was being shouted directly into his mind. Oddly, no sound was heard, yet the sensation clearly felt it as a scream and distinctly perceived it. Even more bizarre, every human in dukedom simultaneously heard it.

“Hyeeek!”

Viscount Ermon stumbled over his own feet with a shriek. Hern moved his legs toward the window with an astonishing calmness. Despite his composed demeanor, his heart pounded as if it would burst, but his coldly rational mind screamed to check the source of the sound.

Thump. Creak!

He forcibly opened the squeaking window, breaking the aged frame in the process, but that was the least of his concerns.

Hern stuck his head out of the window and craned his neck toward the distant Grand Ducal castle.

“……!”

Hern gasped in silent shock. Whatever he saw made his pupils tremble as if seizing, and his fists clenched so hard his knuckles turned white.

“What on earth is… Huh!”

Ermon, regaining his senses late, awkwardly stood behind Hern and, upon seeing the same scene, froze like a statue.

“We, we need to move. Quickly…!”

As if possessed, Hern, having gazed at the Grand Ducal castle, suddenly cried out.

Realizing the severity of the situation, Ermon, for the first time, quickly guided Hern to another noble’s residence. There was no other choice.

The sight of the castle, a symbol and pride of Ro-Elpellan for ages, being engulfed by a dark-red mist, with thousands of faces emerging above, endlessly screaming, demanded it.

“O gods.”

Viscount Ermon, who had never sought the gods of the pantheon in his life, sincerely hoped.

“Please, save everyone in dukedom.”

*

*

*

“There’s no end!”

Pashantu, having just dispersed another spiritual body with her axe, was breathing heavily.

It was inevitable. Though she could disperse the form of a spirit with her axe momentarily, fully annihilating it was impossible.

However, the opposite was true. The nails of a spirit body could tear through flesh with the slightest touch due to their sharpness, and occasionally, they possessed a physical force that made one’s insides churn.

“Tsk!”

Pashantu staggered from a shallow wound on her waist. Despite it not being a grave injury to shatter her form, the momentary immense pain that enveloped her caused her consciousness to wane.

For a barbarian warrior unafraid of pain, it was a horrific pain that made her halt in her tracks. Clenching her teeth, she quickly regained her senses, but by then, another spirit had appeared behind her.

‘Danger…!’

She reacted. But there wasn’t enough time to respond.She hesitated as she was about to face the incoming attack with her body. It wasn’t fear or pain that stopped her in her tracks, but the eerie aura of the sword that swept around her, chilling her to the bone.

“Just hold on a bit longer!”

With a speed hard to believe of a mere human, Kal Elson arrived, catching his breath before scattering another round of sword strikes. In a flash, a dozen slashing attacks swept through the spectral figures.

“Woaaaah…!”

At that moment, a huge wail escaped from what seemed to be the leader of the spectral entities, a colossal figure, and the dispersed specters regained their original forms.

Crack!

As if telling the massive specter to shut its mouth, Neria’s magical drill pierced through its head. However, much to their dismay, the specters, long finished with their recovery, reshaped themselves unharmed, including the colossal one.

This cycle had already repeated itself dozens of times.

‘…No solution in sight.’

Khan clicked his tongue as he drew back, retracting his magic drill.

Specters were already the worst match-up for a warrior like himself, but under the influence of the Demonic Realm, they even resorted to physical attacks. What made matters worse was that not even Neria’s magic drill inscribed with spells could kill them.

‘If neither spells nor the sword saint’s slashing strikes nor pure physical force work, what in the world can kill them?’

This is why the Demonic Realm is the worst. Monsters that are already tricky become even trickier within it. But that didn’t mean they gave up. This realm, as irrational as it might seem, always had a clear breakthrough. They just hadn’t found it yet.

Think.

As he split the giant specter’s head with an axe and completely tore its torso with the spell of the drill, Khan delved deep into his own thoughts.

‘Dungeons with unkillable enemies have appeared before. In such cases, you either destroy a certain object, leave the area where the monsters spawn, or destroy the core itself….’

The second option had been tried long ago.

Attempting to escape through the stairs after killing the monster about ten times, they were blocked by a crimson darkness and failed.

The third option required defeating the dungeon’s boss, which was impossible since the boss wasn’t in this space.

That left the first option, but…

‘We’ve smashed everything in sight during the fight, but nothing seemed to respond.’

It’s highly likely that the first option isn’t the right answer either.

‘Then what is the solution?’

Khan’s eyes sharpened as he recalled dungeons from a now distant memory.

A corridor that led nowhere but in circles. When they tried to break free, the dungeon’s boss forcibly teleported them to the central hall. Looking back, the very fact that Khan could disrupt the constancy of the Demonic Realm was odd.

At the time, he simply accepted it due to his unique abilities…

‘Could it be?’

Thinking of a new possibility, Khan turned his back to the specter. Naturally, the colossal specter, unwilling to let him go, followed. But Khan had no intentions of engaging it anymore.

He put Neria’s Magic Awl in Aecharis’ pouch, taking out Draupnir instead, ignoring the vengeful spirit’s complain about being picked up. He clasped the cursed blade with both hands.

“Hey! What are you doing all of a sudden?”

“A warrior does not show his back!”

Kal Elson and Pashantu called out to Khan urgently, but he ignored that as well.

‘A brute who knows nothing but fighting making sense for once. It was my mistake not to suspect anything from that moment.’

The giant specter attacked Khan. Not just that, but smaller, insignificant specters that Kal Elson and Pashantu had been dealing with climbed onto Khan’s back, slashing wildly at him.

With every scratch, excruciating pain whitewashed his mind, but Khan smiled.

While smiling, he activated his skill.

[Surging Strength]

The specters tried to hinder his movements with their physical attacks, but it was futile. At this moment, only giants from ancient times, long since extinct, could possibly stop him.

Khan’s sword strike that tore through all hindrances stabbed into the floor of the central hall.

At that moment –

*Krugkrugkrug*

The images of Pashantu and Kal Elson, who fought alongside him against the endlessly reviving specters, fractured and dispersed like broken glass. And from where his sword was buried, cracks spread across the floor, expanding throughout the space.

And then –

He woke from the dream.

“…You.”

Suppressing the sudden surge of pleasant exhilaration, Khan’s eyes snapped open to meet a familiar gaze in an unfamiliar face. An automaton with that gaze was sitting on a lavish throne looking down at him.

“How did you escape…”

“Save the cliché for later. This time, I’ll turn you into experience points.”

You pseudo-human bastard.
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“The moment we entered the demonic realm, it began to show illusions…. So, this is how it actually feels. The mental spells favored by the dark mages don’t even come close to comparing.”

Crash─!!

Khan’s axe, unleashed with a ferocity akin to a wild beast pouncing on the puppeteer, pounded against the barrier. It was the same barrier that had previously showcased its rapid deployment and unnaturally high durability, but now, it was ruthlessly shattered.

It wasn’t that Khan had become stronger since then.

“It was either that he had preemptively laid out the spell or had found a way to block the technique I used last time.”

This was not their first battle. In fact, including all the encounters in the game, they had fought dozens of times. Figuring out his opponent’s tactics was not particularly difficult.

The attacks consisted mainly of red spells, and at close range, he’d unleash shockwaves. The latter was a pattern he hadn’t seen in the game, but he could vaguely anticipate it.

The moment the puppeteer stretched out an empty palm towards him, Khan leaped to the side. Boom! The place he had just been standing was struck by a shockwave, and Khan once again aimed his axe at the puppeteer’s neck.

Bang─!

But it ended up merely demolishing an innocent throne.

“It seems a new trick pops up every time.”

With a movement utilizing the ‘Arun’s Wind Walk,’ a gray spell, the puppeteer leapt backward. His movement, though not as exceptional as that of a knight, was an aggressive evasion resembling that of a well-trained warrior.

To this, the puppeteer wore a smirk of ridicule on an indiscernible face.

“In contrast, you haven’t progressed. Aside from charging in brutally, that is. Never would I have dreamed…. that such foolishness could shatter the illusion.”

The puppeteer truly sounded incredulous.

“Normally, no one would think to outright smash through a wall. Was it a mistake not to consider an anomaly arising from ignorance? Well… if you had any common sense, you wouldn’t have stepped foot in here relying on mere brute force alone.”

“What more do I need to deal with one such as you?”

Khan’s low murmur contorted the puppeteer’s face into that of a demon, as if beams of light might actually burst forth from within.

‘No, they actually are!’


Dark, ghostly flames spewed from the puppeteer’s eye sockets. It wasn’t likely he had transformed into a lich in the meantime.

“Devoured by erosion.”

“I have achieved true evolution…!”

The one who declared so radiated a thick aura of murderous intent. This fury seemed not an act but a genuine emotion.

“Behold! This body has transcended, not as a homunculus, but into a true human!”

Khan, with a calm and restrained gaze, observed the puppeteer who had started to rant.

Beings consumed by the demonic realm’s erosion typically lose their selves and turn into puppets under its dominion.

Yet, this one was clearly displaying its own will, hostile towards Khan.

‘It appears so on the surface.’

The presence of those dark, blood-red flames was proof enough that he was indeed consumed by the demonic realm.

Without a doubt, even the anger or the murderous intent must have been feelings orchestrated by the demonic realm’s will.

Was this the so-called predetermined fate of a homunculus striving to become a real human? Ironically, while he has gained emotions, he has become a puppet, swayed by artificially induced feelings.

‘It might even be unfitting to call him a puppeteer anymore.’

“Heh. I was worried when the archduke, enraged by your gimmicks, tampered with the magic circle on his own accord. But, it turned out for the best. For now, I have achieved my wish…!”

“And what of this archduke? Wasn’t he your ally?”

“Ally? With that crude man? The thought that this being would form an alliance with him is laughable!”

The puppeteer twisted his face in genuine disgust.

“He’s only half of what he might be. That’s true both as a mage and as a ruler. Chasing after the remnants of a kingdom that perished long before he was even born, he thinks he’s some kind of true king! It’s laughable. But… I’ve shown him the appropriate respects as an ally.”

“Respects?”

“Yes. He intended to make the north a land solely for the descendants of Elpellan, considering all other humans to be of no use. He planned to turn every soul in the dukedom into lifeless husks, activating a magic circle for that very purpose.”


However, the magic circle did not engulf the people of Gondo as anticipated.

If it had, there would have been no need to hide in the dukedom like a rat.

The moment the magic circle was activated, something unexpected happened.

‘The Demonic Boundary!’

“Was the erosion caused by the magic circle’s influence?”

“Maybe…”

The Puppeteer trailed off, lifting the corners of his mouth in a smirk that made Khan internally scoff. There was more to be extracted from him.

“What’s clear is that our Duke has also achieved, or rather is in the process of achieving, his goal of making this land inhabited solely by Elpellans. Well, enough chit-chat. Your comrades seem to have regained their senses now.”

“Argh…!”

“They killed them all─!”

As Kal Elson staggered to his feet and Pashantu, having seen some terrifying hallucination, sprang up with a bloodthirsty cry, the Puppeteer, with a sneer, fed further into his crimson abyss.

“Honestly, I’m always surprised by you. Your fighting spirit, even amidst flames, your interference with the Duke’s plans, and even your ability to break the dimensional illusion on your own… And you think the three of you could possibly stand a chance against me─!”

As his speech escalated, the abyss in his eyes swelled up in an instant, soon completely engulfing his body.

And then, as his body, wrapped in dark red flames, grew to a towering height that seemed to puncture the high ceiling, it became so massive it was hard to take in at a glance.

“…What in the world is going on here?”

“What do you mean, ‘what’s going on’?”

Like Khan, Kal Elson had been devoured by the illusion and then awakened, mumbling at the sight of the fire giant.

“It’s like a mid-boss battle.”

Pashantu, not fully understanding the meaning but getting the gist, snorted through her nose and gripped her axe. Maybe she just wanted to fight.

“Karyan, be with us─!”


Pashantu’s charge, calling upon the name of a god that likely had no interest in this place, resembled the warriors who fought against ancient giants, risking their lives in battle.

“This. Is. Fun!”

The Puppeteer, now a fire giant and seemingly with diminished intellect, roared not with a spell but with a punch. His posture was unstable, and the punch itself was clumsy, but the sheer size, reminiscent of an ogre, and the dark red flames enveloping his entire body were menace enough.

Even Pashantu had no choice but to retreat.

Fortunately, the space they found themselves in after breaking free from the illusion was quite vast. Given there was something like a throne, it was probably an audience chamber.

‘Wonder what the Duke’s up to, let alone him being stuck in the audience chamber.’

This was no time for idle thoughts.

While the Puppeteer pummeled the innocent floor, a barbarian warrior with a magic sword and the empire’s swordsman split to either side.

With a leap, Khan quickly closed the distance, and his axe dug into the arm of the giant. The body made of flames seemed ethereal at first, but the sensation as the axe bit in was not so different from that of a human’s—just a bit more resistant and fiery.

Crack!

The fire giant roared in what could have been anger or pain. Apparently, physical bodies felt pain all the same. The other arm swung spasmodically, trying to drive Khan away, but Khan, as if he had been expecting it, had already stepped back.

[Combat Foresight (B) – 01%]

─Activated only in combat situations.

Thanks to his most recently acquired skill, Combat Foresight.As if awakening his skill for the first time, glimpsing at countless futures and picking the optimal choice after simulations was no longer possible. It seemed like only a preview bonus was shown, yet regardless, its effectiveness in combat was undeniably high.

Following his instinctual warning, Khan took a moment to breathe in place, understanding well there was no need for him to rush in at this moment.

[Gr… aa…aagh!]

A long cut was etched into the side of the retreating giant, screaming in pain—a wound deep enough to puncture a lung if it were a human. Then, Kal Elson’s sword flashed again, disappearing in a burst of light.

Another scream erupted from the giant. With precise duplication of the initial strike over the existing wound, Kal Elson looked towards Khan.

“Pashantu!”

“Uha haha…! My blood is boiling!”

The two barbarian rushed towards the giant without hesitation.

Their builds were as immense as orcs, yet their movements boasted agility and lightness, reminiscent of razor-sharp wolves. Pashantu reached the giant’s feet in an instant, unleashing a series of cuts with his dual axes.

Neither Khan, who had obtained superhuman strength through stats, nor Kal Elson, known for his lethal strikes, could deliver such critical hits. However, Pashantu, with her superior physical condition and combat sense far beyond a normal being, could toy with the giant.

Dancing around the giant’s limbs, avoiding them with nimble movements and accumulating shallow wounds, Pashantu’s method was hardly a dire threat to the puppeteer giant, yet annoying like a fly.

Assessing the situation, the giant aimed a punch at Khan, a grave misjudgment.

“Quite warm, but not as painful as the harsh cold of the icy peaks─!”

Barbarian warriors might not wield mana, but they could compensate for their shortcomings by employing magic tools through the use of magic stones. Though most barbarian warriors preferred not to rely on them…

Pashantu, favored by the Black Wing Duke, was an exception. Having lost to the duke and agreeing to stay under the condition of learning to use magical artifacts in combat, she became adept in their use.

The Black Wing Duke generously supported his favored warrior, equipping her with axes made from rare metal from the Western Great Mountains and even bequeathing powerful relics for her journey to the north.

‘Sky Holder’s Essence’

While it appeared as a mere beautiful jewel, it was actually an artifact into which ancient mages had infused the essence of gray magic.

Pashantu leaped towards the giant’s knee, her punch wreathed in ashen energy.

Thunk…!

A force capable of withstanding a strike from an ancient giant. The puppeteer screamed in agony, kneeling, as Khan stepped forward, pulling the axe back for a throw.

[Throwing (B) – 98.9%]

The axe, imbued with the divinity of the goddess, shattered the giant’s skull, piercing through and embedding itself in the throne room wall. The burning red flames that made up the giant’s head dispersed in all directions.

Thump… Thump…

The headless giant crumbled slowly.

As Pashantu’s strike brought one knee down, the other knee hit the ground, and the upper body spilled sticky blood like lava in all directions before becoming motionless. Though it looked dead, it was too early to conclude definitively. This was the Demonic Realm, where anything could happen.

“……”

Kal Elson, understanding this, remained silent, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword, vigilantly observing the situation.

However, one among them was born devoid of such caution or circumspection.

“We killed it─!”

As expected.

At the sight of Pashantu’s triumphant roar, Khan couldn’t help but let out a resigned laugh.

The mass that should’ve been the puppeteer’s corpse, made of burning red flames and lava, began shifting, eventually forming into a multitude of smaller fire giants filling the spacious throne room.

As their numbers exceeded dozens, reaching into the hundreds, the voice of the presumed dead foe echoed once again.

“I have become… complete!”

“Phase 2 is just minion patterns, huh?”
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Chapter 090. The Dungeon (6)

The puppeteer, now devoid of the characteristic cold logic common to mages, served as a disturbing example of what becomes of a mind consumed by the dark energy of the demonic realm. Deprived of his essence as a caster… He had become a monster intent only on annihilating invaders from the demonic realm. Yet, in this moment, he showcased a power befitting his title as the ‘puppeteer.’

Khan, having dealt with the creatures that spawned beside him, checked his experience bar. Not a single flinch. “Impressive.”

The fact that every one of the small giants spawned around him seemed to be merely an extension of the puppeteer indicated a terrifying level of control.

Martial arts novels might praise the ability to split one’s consciousness into two as the pinnacle of martial skills, or laud the Dual Mind Technique of the Great Daoists, but this creature was manipulating hundreds of avatars simultaneously.

“Damn fantasy.”

Magic, divine miracles, and so forth… Fantasy simply brushes aside the need for plausibility far too easily.

What’s more depressing is the realization that monsters far more terrifying than the puppeteer, making him seem almost adorable in comparison, are bound to run rampant across Midland in the future.

Descendants of dragons surviving to the present day, ancient giants, demons descending upon Midland one by one, transcendent beings starting to break free with the death of the emperor…

With such perilous beings poised to wreak havoc, it was imperative to find a way back to Earth before disaster struck. “When that time comes, fighting will be the only option for survival.”

Hence, this journey to the north was of utmost importance to Khan.

Or rather, it became important.

The being that handed over the dragon scales to Darkin. The mysterious technique of soul extraction from living beings. The ambiguous actions of past acquaintances.

The sudden intrusion of the demonic realm’s corruption… As Khan moved forward, new pieces of the puzzle emerged, unexpected situations arose, and a certain intuition began to tell him that he was getting closer to his ‘goal.’

“But first… it’s time to break the demonic realm.”

*

*

*

The puppeteer’s phase 2 was the worst matchup for Khan.

Unless the battle ends with him, there was no telling what might happen. Ashes, the follower of truth and the grand duke’s advisor mage, was nowhere to be seen, nor had the grand duke himself, the instigator of the corruption with his magic circles, been dealt with.

“Above all, the ‘Alpha’ that I saw in the puppeteer’s memories…”

That moment was still vivid in his mind.


Frozen in time, locking eyes with it.

“I thought there was something odd about it…”

Being ‘observed’ by it, even as Khan peeked into its memories, was enough to prove the anomaly of this ‘Alpha’. Khan deemed it highly likely that this entity called ‘Alpha’ had a significant hand in the occurrence of the corruption.

“Die──!!”

Khan mechanically reached out to respond to the all-too-familiar attack pattern, just as a decoy blew itself up. At that moment, he created a small ‘Sanctuary of Protection’ while feeling something leave the ‘Mark of the Depths’ on his right chest. The explosion and the extraction happened almost simultaneously. A gray fist extended from Pashantu smashed the decoys.

“We’re almost there!”

Khal Elson, having blasted away the decoy’s self-destruct attacks leaving no trace behind, shouted out.

At this point, the number of decoys, which had filled the audience hall akin to a sports field, had decreased by more than half.

“I am complete…! I am immortal──!”

“What a cliché.”

Khan, now sheathing his shield and slicing through three decoys with a single stroke, muttered almost reflexively. The ease of the situation seemed to afford him the comfort to make such a quip.

Indeed, a swarm attack pattern was the worst matchup for Khan, acting almost like facing cannons with glass.

If Khan had been alone, or only with those who had been with him from Wagner, it would have been a precarious situation.

Not quite ‘superhuman’, but certainly enough to be considered superhuman strength—

Owners of might far beyond the realms of the ordinary.

Crash──!!

The destructive power activated by Pashantu with the artifact bestowed by the black duke was shocking even to Khan.

Swish.

The swordsmanship and absolute lethal force displayed by Khal Elson, leaving even Khan to yield, reduced the number of decoys in flashes.

“Honestly, when it was just one, it was more troublesome. What was this thing even trying to achieve?”


Khal Elson, having personally slashed through more than half of the decoys himself, spat on the ground and moved beside Khan.

Just like Khal Elson said.From the moment they split into avatars, there was no longer a need for Khan to step forward. When he was a giant, at least, he could overwhelm them with his sheer size and mass. But the avatars, now reduced to a size similar to that of humans, posed no significant threat.

“Hmph. Can’t make any more? I was just starting to heat up!”

Boom! Thud!

The once numerous avatars were now reduced to a countable few. Even they were soon to be extinguished by the rampant unleashing of power by the artifact wielder, Pashantu.

“I am…I am…!”

As if having completely lost all reason, the puppeteer began repeating the same phrases over and over like a parrot, when he opened his mouth. Given how simplistic his battle patterns had become, it seemed he had even lost his identity as the ‘Puppeteer’.

“I’ve become a complete… human….”

Playing the role of a ‘false sage’ on the outskirts of Ro-Elpellan had been more troublesome and threatening.

Back then, the Puppeteer lured the party into a battlefield he had prepared. Armed with overwhelming firepower from red spells and defensive spells of incredible intensity with virtually zero cast time, not to mention handling intangible shockwaves, he had pushed Khan to the brink.

“Was the erosion of the Demonic Realm actually poison to him?”

No, he had experienced the emotions he had so longed for, if only for a moment. So, in his way, he had achieved his goal. Khan looked down with cold eyes at the Puppeteer, whose human form was revealed as the dark red flames dissipated.

“I’m not… a fake…!”

The Puppeteer, now left alone, could no longer sustain the burning dark red flames. It seemed he had expended all his power in what could be likened to a second phase of a mob pattern.

The original plan was to subdue him and then engage in a serious conversation to extract various pieces of information. But even the threat of the Cold Peaks method, transcending language and racial barriers in persuasion, seemed futile now.

“I wanted… to become human…”

Crunch.

Before he could say more, Khan’s axe buried itself into his forehead. Like many mages before him.

“After all, there are still mouths left to extract information from.*

With unfeeling hands, Khan extracted the axe, watching the experience bar fill.


Unlike before, it filled up to just shy of leveling. A proof that the Puppeteer had indeed faced true death.

Yet, Khan could not feel joy.

‘If the mid-boss is this weak…’

It meant that the core of the Demonic Realm had concentrated most of its power upon itself.

*

*

*

Although Khan considered taking a break, he decided to move forward.

“We should rest outside. Can’t even stretch out properly in a place like this.”

“I can still fight!”

Fortunately, Kal Elson and Pashantu did not object to Khan’s decision.

Their reasons seemed somewhat different.

“But how do we get out of here?”

“Well…”

It was time to start looking.

Despite the fierce battle that took place, Khan surveyed the audience chamber, which remained unscathed.

The blueprint Lebron had shown became largely pointless with the onset of the Demonic Realm’s erosion. Entering the Demonic Realm had immediately ensnared them in illusions, and upon escaping, they found themselves in the audience chamber. It was best to discard any preconceived notions of the fortress’s structure from their minds.

“Let’s split up and look around.”

With three of them, they were bound to find something. If not, they might as well start knocking on walls…

Bang! Rumble.

Khan’s eyebrow twitched. Just as he thought of breaking the wall, actual sounds of crumbling walls echoed. Unless he had unknowingly attained some enlightenment, allowing him to use sword qi like a martial arts master, it meant there was another culprit attempting to break the wall. That would be-.

“Found it!!”

Pashantu’s booming voice echoed throughout the audience chamber. Looking up, an excited Pashantu was waving his arms, urging them to come see.

“A passage! I found it first!”

“It’s not a competition… Does it matter who found it first?”

Accompanied by a grumbling Kal Elson, they approached where the Puppeteer had initially sat on his throne.

‘Now that I think about it, this throne was already shattered.’

To progress through the dungeon, it was essential to find and destroy objects not affected by the immutable laws of the Demonic Realm. In games, these targets were called ‘triggers’. In this case, the throne within the Demonic Realm served as the trigger. They should have realized something was amiss when something in the otherwise indestructible Demonic Realm was broken…

Focused entirely on the Puppeteer in front of them, this detail had completely escaped their notice.

‘Shit. When did I, a modern person with intellect, start to take the act of breaking walls for granted?’

Feeling an inexplicable sense of defeat, Khan realized that he, despite his civilized mind, had considered ‘breaking walls’ as naturally as a Pashantu, who was barbaric by nature.

Moreover, it was somewhat ironic that Pashantu, whether by luck or something else, immediately found the part that Khan had missed.

“What are you doing? Let’s go.”

After all, thanks to Pashantu’s efforts, they could skip the tedious process of searching…

The hidden entrance discovered by Pashantu was exceedingly narrow, feeling almost like a needle’s eye to the naturally towering barbarian warriors, who were over 2 meters tall.

Creak. Crunch!

For Khan, who was relatively small among the barbarian warriors, it was possible to squeeze through somehow, but for the much larger Pashantu, it was impossible without widening the entrance around it.

Fortunately, the area around the entrance seemed to be set as a ‘trigger’ because it collapsed with just a slight force.

And then, a familiar landscape unfolded.

‘The passages in the Puppeteer’s memories.’

Of course, it couldn’t be exactly the same as before. Who could predict how it had changed under the erosion of the demonic realm?

However, based on experiences so far, it was highly probable that what awaited us at the end of this passage was the dungeon boss, that is, the core of the demonic realm.

‘After all, there was an Alpha creature in the secret workshop beyond this passage. Maybe even the duke…’

But certainty is forbidden.

Even the mages of the Magic Tower and the scholars of the continent had nearly abandoned the study of the demonic realm. It’s considered an unknown phenomenon beyond the current knowledge, enough for the Empire and the Tower to conclude as much.

But Khan was different.

Not a mage or a famed scholar, but a player who had explored and conquered numerous demonic realms. He could very well be the human with the most experience in such matters among all the mortals and transcendent beings of Midland.

‘As soon as I left the City of Skulls, what I did was wander in search of demonic realms.’

Khan’s experience and intuition were simultaneously suggesting the same conclusion.

‘Traps that trigger upon entry. A somewhat clumsy mid-boss. Triggers placed to be easily found. And then, the boss room straight ahead…’

Although the form of demonic realms varied greatly, it was still possible to categorize them into common patterns. Isn’t that what gamers are? Eccentrics who manage to find decodings and discover the optimal routes for conquering.

To Khan, who was undoubtedly an expert among the quest users of Midland, and was so well versed in this field that calling him rotten water wouldn’t be an exaggeration if one excluded the story and detailed settings.

In his opinion, the demonic realm of the great castle was…

‘It’s best to assume the worst.’

As always.

Like every other moment he had faced since being dragged into this damned world.

*

*

*

“Why suddenly looking at the sky?”

At the old man’s question, the man was silent for a moment before shaking his head and answering.

“It’s nothing.”

“What a bland response. Sometimes I eerily worry it might be senility.”

“That’s not funny at all.”

“Yes, I know. It was just something to say. I’d be the first to go senile anyway.”

The man chose to remain silent to the old man’s frivolous tone. He knew too well that such behavior was a struggle not to be consumed by the void.

The man simply stared at the chaos-filled sky with indifferent eyes. In his vision, beyond the chaos, the flow of the void that had invaded this space seemed almost tangible.

‘It’s stirring.’

Something was happening outside, on the continent.

‘An event significant enough to twist the fate of the continent.’

“It seems I need to hear about what’s happening outside.”

“Eh? What’s this all of a sudden…”

“Among the disciples you’ve trained, there was a suitable child. Command that child to investigate the major events occurring on the continent.”

“You’re rough with the old body. Sending news from here to the outside requires quite the ordeal, as you well know. Moreover, the emperor won’t likely be pleased…”

“So, you won’t do it?”

“I have to. Yes.”

The old man drooped his head in gloom. The man continued to observe the void without sparing the old man a glance.

‘Soon, there might be a need to go outside.’
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 91

				
Chapter 91. The Purge of Elpellan (1)

While crossing the corridor leading to the vast secret workshop seen in the Puppeteer’s memory, neither the monsters of the Demonic Realm obstructed their path, nor did the corridor collapse entirely from a trap. It was so peaceful that it almost felt eerie.

Of course, for Khan, who had no choice but to be mindful of his meager stamina stats, the lack of minor mobs was good news. However, considering the nature of the Demonic Realm, it wasn’t entirely a cause for celebration.

After all, the amount of power held by the ‘core of the Demonic Realm’ was finite. This meant that the majority of the power the Demonic Realm possessed was concentrated in the boss.

“There it is.”

Kal Elson announced their arrival at the destination. Having experienced activities in the Great Demonic Realm for a while, he seemed to realize that this peace was not a good sign. His tensely rigid tone proved it.

[How much more can we use the power of the relic?]

[We still have some leeway! Until I die, that is!]

Such hopelessly optimistic words. Pashantu seemed overly excited, like someone who had no understanding of the level of danger embodied by the being they were about to face.

‘No, perhaps it was instinctual.’

Considering they were a crazy race that loved nothing more than dangerous battlefields and life-risking combat, it wasn’t impossible that sensing their own death could actually excite them.

In any case, this was fortunate from Khan’s perspective. There would be no dulling of movements or giving up in the face of the fear of death. If anything, there was concern that he might fight too hard and meet a meaningless end.

To speak frankly, all the aforementioned concerns applied specifically to Khan. A modern corporate worker fed up with mundane life, merely clad in the shell of a barbarian warrior.

That was the essence of Khan, his true identity. Hence why he showed discomfort when someone praised him. He knew better than anyone that he wasn’t that remarkable.

A executioner, an ogre slayer, a warrior chosen by the gods… No matter how grand the names attached to him were-.

‘Damn it.’

He grabbed the axe and magic sword that had fully become part of him. He straightened his back and relaxed his shoulders just enough not to droop. Doing so completed the image of a barbarian warrior possessed of superhuman strength, fearless in any battle. With his usual demeanor, he stepped into the battlefield.

Khan first checked the condition of the battlefield where the fight would take place.

It was identical to the workshop he had glimpsed in the Puppeteer’s memory. The walls were lined with unidentifiable experimental equipment and solutions, and inside, a large magical circle surrounded the empty red cylinder that had once held the entity known as ‘Alpha.’

“Who are you?”


At that moment, Kal Elson stepped forward.

“Where did the duke and his chief mage go, leaving behind someone we’ve never seen….”

Khan turned his head to look in the same direction as Kal Elson.

There was no one there.

“Hahaha─!! To battle!”

“This guy doesn’t answer but spouts nonsense…”

Pashantu, surrounded by the power of the relic, charged towards the direction Kal Elson was looking at. Kal Elson, as if he hadn’t seen the sight, continued his conversation, radiating explosive murderous intent.

Khan quietly observed the two companions, then turned his head slightly and remarked,

“What a nasty prank.”

“Nasty prank, you say… Does this all feel like merely a prank to you? Well, maybe it does. After all, you’re the one who broke the illusion with your own strength, even if the method was far from wise. You certainly have the capacity to consider it trivial.”

Suddenly, a middle-aged man who had not been visible from not too far away smirked. However, his eyes did not move at all.

“Frankly, I’m a bit surprised. I never thought you’d make it this far. And without losing a single person at that. To be honest, I had thought of the people of this era as no better than degenerated monkeys… But it seems not all of you are like that.”

“This era?”

“Oh, curious, are you?”

The middle-aged man spread his arms wide in an exaggerated gesture and spoke.

“Where have all the kids who should be here gone, and why is someone so out of place here instead? What my identity is. Why I speak as if I’m a ‘person from the past’…”

“I’m not curious. You’re probably just some cryogenically frozen person from the past anyway.”

“Cryogenically frozen? That’s an amusing term. No, it’s actually quite accurate.”

What? Khan’s expression soured.

The middle-aged man, however, seemed delighted and rambled on even more. “Indeed. If there is a person who has maintained the connection between soul and body, completely frozen for long periods, enduring hundreds, thousands of years, then the term ‘cryogenically frozen person’ isn’t incorrect. You’re quite witty, despite appearances. I can’t tell from your face whose lineage you belong to… But you seem to have a decent physique. Who were your ancestors?”


“…”

“Not sure? Well, that’s understandable. It seems like people of this era have lost much. It’s not surprising not to know where one’s bloodline began. I understand.”

Despite Khan’s silent and peculiar gaze, the middle-aged man kept babbling happily. Most of his talk was about how much the humans of this era had regressed and how disappointed he was in them.

“Can you even imagine? They proudly use something that should be called trash and refer to themselves as ‘mages’! They even thought they could control me to become ruler of the continent… Such a foolish choice.”

The middle-aged man snorted in derision.

“They carved spells into my body to dominate my mind, and even tried to take over my body completely in an emergency. Such a ridiculous farce! Trying to steal the spirit and body of a Grand Magus with that filthy spellcraft? Hah.”

Grand Magus. The word was too significant for Khan to just let it pass by without comment.

“You’re a Grand Magus? And from the past?”

“Oh. Showing interest for the first time, I see.”

The middle-aged man seemed to enjoy Khan’s reaction, pointing with his fingertip towards the air where he had made a punching gesture, indicating Pashantu and Kal Elson, who were still arguing.

“Indeed. Who else but a Grand Magus who has reached the ultimate realm could show such natural illusions? Of course, it would break easily if interfered with from outside, but it’s enough to buy us some time for a conversation.”

“…You wanted to have a conversation with me?”

“I suppose you could say that. Moreover, you must have many questions you want to ask me? This might be your only chance to find out what you want to know.”

Even under the stern gaze of the imposing barbarian, the middle-aged man remained at ease.

After a long standoff in silence, Khan pondered for a moment before nodding.

“Ah! I knew you’d be willing to listen. You seemed quite sharp…”

“First, satisfy my curiosity. After that, I will honestly answer any questions you have.”

“Hmm. Shall we?”

The attitude of someone who believes they are overwhelmingly powerful, implying it wouldn’t matter what Khan asked.

‘Yes, that makes sense. Calling himself a Grand Magus and all.’


It was proof that he was confident he could get Khan to talk even if Khan decided to close off after his questions were answered.

“Did the Duke and the mage who was with him die?”

“Well. The body died, but the soul lives on. Would you consider that dead? I’ll leave that to your interpretation.”

“Do you know how they woke you up and how they came to possess that method?”

“Of course!”

The middle-aged man started his explanation with eager determination, as if he had been waiting for that question alone.

“I uncovered the mysteries of the soul long ago. In my estimation, this knowledge belonged either to a grand magus who had transcended realms… or perhaps, it was the grand wisdom left behind by a transcendent being. Naturally, it was a treasure of ancient times, a discovery that would be recorded in the annals of continental history. Through the enlightenment gained from this, I ascended to the realm of Grand Magus. However, it wasn’t long before I hit a wall… Do you know why?”

“I’m not sure.”

“No matter how desperately I struggled! I couldn’t reach the transcendent realm. It was as if a thick, solid wall was blocking my path…. I believed the cause was related to the ‘soul.’ Those great transcendents must have possessed immense souls, but mine was lacking. Coincidentally, the minions of the gods began to pursue me, branding me a heretic for learning forbidden knowledge…. And then, it dawned upon me!”

At the same time as preparing a vessel for transcendence, I sought a way to escape the gaze of those cunning gods!

“Retaining just enough of my self to maintain a soul, I induced a catatonic state in both soul and body. Trusting my overly curious juniors, I left behind the ritual for resurrection along with various deceptive pieces of knowledge. The method of extracting only the soul from a living person and the process of burning that soul as fuel to convert it into power… And also, melting together souls from different bodies in a furnace, to unify them as one.”

But, he admitted candidly, that was his mistake.

“It was a grave miscalculation. I never imagined that subsequent generations would fall so far behind. That they couldn’t even properly utilize such a simple magic… Moreover, while I slumbered, my self gradually blurred away.”

“You seem quite intact for such an ordeal.”

“On the surface, perhaps. But it’s different inside. Above all, those fools performed the ritual in an incomplete state, causing me to awaken far from the level I had envisioned. The issue there was manifold. The erosion of my self over time, the spiritual mass falling short of the targeted quantity, the ritual realized in an incomplete form…. Can you imagine the despair of one who awakens to face imminent extinction, after enduring an eternity?”

Khan refrained from answering. He never intended to be reborn, and he had no desire to empathize with the crazed mage before him.

It seemed the middle-aged man hadn’t expected an answer to his question from the start, as he gave a wry smile and continued.

“It was truly terrible. I wanted to burn everything in this world, tear apart those responsible for my plight, and subject everything related to them to eternal torture. But then…. There was light. No, it wasn’t just any light. It was the truth of the world concealed by those malevolent gods, the ultimate truth.”

“The Void.”

“…Yes, it does have that name.”

“You’ve embraced the Void.”

How, exactly? The answer to the question Khan kept to himself was immediately provided by the middle-aged man.

“Yes. I witnessed the Void, and I embraced it. No…! It saw me and chose me, so I merely accepted my rightful place as a seeker of the true path─! Thus! Haha…. Thus. I came to realize the true nature of the wall that had hindered me.”

This was no longer the ecstasy of a mage in pursuit of knowledge. It was merely the blind devotion of a zealot consumed by madness.

“It was this world. This false world that obstructs the truth, cloaking it in a great curtain of darkness to prevent the arrival of the true light! Can you fathom? The dreadful and horrendous truth that this Midland we inhabit is nothing but a giant cage?”

The word ‘false world’ struck Khan, making his eyebrows tdark mage.

He was, after all, the only being aware that this world was a game world.

And the shocking revelations didn’t end there.

“As evidence, I’ve glimpsed beyond the veil of darkness. Haha…! Aren’t you curious about what exists outside this world?”

“What was there?”

Khan asked calmly, concealing his impatience, and the middle-aged man, completely shedding his manic smile, answered.

“Nothing.”

“…!”

Khan’s eyes widened in astonishment at the beyond-imagination response. And then—

“Neither the heavens where gods dwell nor the hells where demons lurk, but only the Void…. Do you understand what that means? That gods and demons are, in the end, pathetic beings trapped within this vast cage. Then what about the transcendents? In a world where the path to transcendence does not exist, how can beings who’ve achieved transcendence exist…!”

In front of that breathtaking truth, the archmage, reborn as a follower of the Void across ages, gloomily added.

“From this moment, I will strive to uncover that answer. By dyeing this world in the Void. And you?”

The truth of this world, the secrets hidden by gods and transcendents—

“Don’t you want to know?”
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 92

				
Chapter 092: The Purge of Elpellan (2)

According to the faith of the Many Gods Church, the gods and demons watch over Midland from the realms of Heaven and Hell, dimensions separate from Midland itself. However, this is not the truth. Khan, a possessor who has cleared the game countless times, is well aware that even Heaven and Hell are sub-dimensions within Midland.

Therefore, Khan was not particularly surprised to hear that the middle-aged man before him had not seen Heaven and Hell from beyond Midland. What truly astounded Khan was something else entirely.

‘Nothing exists?’

Beyond Midland lies only the Void, a vast emptiness. That a Grand Magus, having glimpsed into the Void and entrusted his existence to it, would utter such words was significant. There seemed no reason for him to lie to Khan, so at least the tale of seeing nothing but the Void beyond the world must be true.

And if that story is true…

‘Then what of the great demon that descends through the grand magic circle from another dimension in the final chapter? The True Dragon that birthed all dragons? The king of ancient giants? The old gods that should reside in another dimension don’t exist there, and there’s nothing but the Void?’

Where, then, does the being that possessed a middle-aged office worker into the body of a barbarian warrior exist?

Does it even exist at all?

It must, Khan has no choice but to believe.

His possession, the superhuman strength based on a game system, his limitless potential for growth, and something beyond a transcendent being, like a Goddess of Justice, protecting him… All of it must be real.

‘The entity that possessed me in this world must exist. Moreover, such a being must be beyond the level of a transcendent. There can’t be many like that.’

That’s why he pursued the traces of the ‘old gods.’

“Was there really nothing but the Void? No transcendent beings… like gods?”

After expressing his willingness to join Khan, the middle-aged man fell silent as if allowing Khan time to think, and then shook his head.

“There was nothing.”

“What about other dimensions? You mean to say that not even other dimensions exist beyond Midland? That Midland is the only dimension in this world?”

“At least to my eyes.”

No other dimensions either. Then where does Earth fit into all this?

Huh. A dry laugh escaped Khan, and he rubbed his face, the rough sensation of his unkempt beard seemingly chiding him not to escape from reality.


‘No, I don’t know yet.’

Believing everything the man said would be premature. It’s not that Khan thought the man was lying. Rather, Khan concluded it was a legitimate doubt whether the man could truly observe the Void in its entirety.

The Void.

Originally emerging as a concept towards the final parts of the story, before being possessed, Khan had thought it to be a narrative device introduced by the game developers to explain a sudden surge in power before tackling the grand magic circle.

However, even Khan, who often skipped through content, knew it was a significantly important setting in the world of ‘Midland Quest.’

Minions of the Void, a wicked dragon consumed by the Void. The monsters bearing the name ‘Void’ were terrifyingly powerful. Additionally, the legendary NPC heroes encountered in the grand magic circle often gave ominous warnings about being careful not to be swallowed by the Void or fall into it during extended stays.

‘The map that appears when you leave the outer edges of the grand magic circle is also called the Cradle of the Void.’

And precisely this Cradle of the Void was a space not fully understood even by NPCs who had reached or were close to transcending.

Thus, Khan could not hastily conclude that a Grand Magus, who hadn’t even reached transcendence, could have observed all there is to the Void.

‘Still, it’s worth remembering.’

These were issues that wouldn’t yield answers immediately. Understanding such complex concepts was, to begin with, a stretch.

“Seems like you’ve somewhat cleared your thoughts, so what’s your response? Are you ready to join me in uncovering the truths of this world?”

“Before that. Why me, specifically?”

“Hmm?”

“I’m curious about your reason for making such an offer to me.”

Well, that’s a valid question. The middle-aged man nodded several times, as if it were only natural to question. His demeanor suggested he thought Khan would naturally accept.

“Well. Was it because you broke through the illusionary space on your own? Or was it your considerable martial prowess? No, that can’t be it. The swordsman who was with you was quite capable too. So, what could it be…”

“Is he mad?”

Khan furrowed his brows in disbelief as the man before him, who had made the proposal himself, questioningly turned to him. It was as if, suddenly, he suspected the middle-aged man of losing his wits. However, the man quickly waved his hands as if to dispel any misunderstanding.

“Don’t get me wrong. It’s not like I’ve suddenly gone mad. I’m genuinely curious. The moment I saw you, I thought it would be good to work together. Hm, how should I put this… Ah, this word fits. I felt a familiarity with you. One might even call it a sense of déjà vu.”


“…You’re saying there’s something in common between me and a mage consumed by the void? How ordinary is it to face such a horrendous insult?”

“Heh, don’t feel bad. I can’t explain it myself. But I truly felt it. So, what do you say? Will you join me in uncovering the truth of this world?”

The truth of the world.

To be honest, it was something I had been curious about. No, I had been desperately seeking it more than anyone. Hadn’t I gone through tremendous hardship to discover it, only to stumble into this magical boundary?

With the help of an ancient archmage who had glimpsed parts of the truth long ago, I might gain access to far more information than I could wandering aimlessly across the continent for years. I might actually reach the truth. But-

“I’d rather not be swallowed by the void, though.”

“I don’t know what you know about the void. But the void may be the only real truth in a world filled with falsehoods.”

“I couldn’t care less about that.”

The clearest reason I declined his offer was something else.

“There’s no such thing as a trustworthy mage, that’s my principle.”

Especially for a mage who would sacrifice innocent souls for their own glory, and even more so if they were consumed by the void.

Click-

With that, Khan coolly lifted his middle finger and smiled maliciously.

“You’re done here. You’re going to die.”

“…So it seems. I have no choice but to make you give up by force.”

Boom──!!

Signaling the start of the battle, Khan stomped down fiercely and shouted.

[War Cry]

“Shut up─ and bring it─ on─!”

*

*

*


Alpha’s words about the illusion trapping Pashantu and Kal Elson, breaking from external interference, were true. Swinging their fists at the empty air and holding conversations with no one, the pair snapped to attention as a shout, like a shockwave directly to their eardrums, reverberated around them.

“Damn it… not again…!”

“Uh? Did he kill someone?”

“It’s just the beginning! Kill that bastard first!”

Khan’s resounding roar rapidly brought the barbarian warrior and the swordsman up to speed, who hesitated not even for a moment before charging towards Alpha, inadvertently forming a triangular encirclement with Alpha at its center.

“There’s one left to kill!”

Pashantu’s punch, utilizing the ‘Sky Holder’s Essence,’ surged towards Alpha first—an attack powerful enough to bend the knees of an ogre-sized puppeteer in one strike. But Alpha simply extended a hand with composure.

Ting!

An invisible barrier unfolded around Alpha’s hand, colliding with and nullifying the ash-gray fist. The barrier remained unscratched, unfathomably durable despite the lack of any spellcasting gestures. It was as if it was the work of the puppeteer from his days pretending to be a fake sage!

“Just dealing with this one and it’s over…!”

“Is that possible?”

While Alpha was focused on Pashantu’s attack, Kal Elson, like an assassin without a trace, moved to the rear and launched five slashing attacks simultaneously with a drawn sword.

The sword slashes, capable of cleanly slicing through even the tough scales of a dragon, seemed unlikely to leave the barrier unscathed. Yet, Alpha’s response was the same. He expanded the barrier in the direction of the incoming slashes.

With a resounding clash, not one, but five barriers simultaneously unfolded, altering the trajectory of the oncoming sword strike in an unexpected manner.

Within that moment, as the eyes of Kal Elson widened in disbelief, never having anticipated his sword blow could be blocked, Alpha swung his hand in a chopping motion towards him.

The sound of metal colliding echoed dozens of times in an instant. The barriers that had obstructed Kal Elson’s sword morphed into scores of blades, rushing towards him.

Amidst the chaos, he managed to see and counter each one, a feat that compelled him to exclaim, “What kind of monster…!”

“Quite the swordsman, I must say. It’s a rare breed I have not encountered before. Unlike mages, swordfighters do not seem to be lacking in skill. What a pity,” remarked Alpha, tinged with a hint of regret.

Taken aback by the unforeseen opposition, Kal Elson stumbled backward. Then, with a flash, Khan’s axe came down like thunder from the heavens, the resulting roar shaking the very ground and shattering the multilayered barriers into pieces, all under Alpha’s narrowed gaze.

“Truly, a remarkable divine power. Perhaps a lineage from the ancient giants?” Alpha mused, only to be met with a curt, “Shut up!”

Boom.

The clash and tumultuous roar that followed would have spelled destruction for the surroundings if it weren’t for the magical barriers in place. The axe and magic sword flowed in a deadly dance towards Alpha’s skull, with Khan’s axe ultimately embedding itself into Alpha’s chest.

“Hmm, this is beyond imagination,” Alpha thought, as he witnessed the illusion created to deceive him. He smirked, noticing strands of hair being sliced off by the axe.

“It seems there’s something unique about your lineage indeed, to dispel an illusion that strikes directly at the psyche so effortlessly. I almost suffered a fatal blow right from the start,” Alpha said, before starting to chant a spell for the first time. However, it was his spell that unleashed flames before the magic sword could penetrate him.

A tremendous burst of heat swept over Khan and his companions from three directions, reminiscent, yet surpassing, the breath of a wyvern.

Khan considered countering with his magic sword but opted to leap back instead, realizing the intensity of the flames could cause severe injury even without direct contact. The others also retreated in their own ways to avoid the onslaught of flames.

Pashantu created a reactive force by projecting the power of the sky holder’s essence in all directions to retreat, while Kal Elson had already moved back even before the flames had fully manifested.

“Hmm, they fight better than I anticipated,” Alpha openly admired. Despite not having regained his full power, a Grand Magus’s might was undeniable. Even without his past strength, consuming collected souls to replenish his energy made him a formidable foe, capable of single-handedly annihilating legions.

And with the support of the demonic realm, defeat seemed an impossible concept for him. Yet, the combat abilities of his opponents were impressively higher than he had expected, especially the warrior he had previously suggested joining forces with, deserving genuine praise.

“This is bad,” Alpha realized, not alone in his astonishment. The dismay felt by Khan and his party was arguably greater.

“That barrier… It’s not just a simple protective spell. Every time it deflects a strike, the recoil feels like it’s pushing the sword away,” Kal Elson noted, bewildered.

Even a mere defensive spell had deflected his sword blows, shattering the pride of the swordsman who thought he could slice through any magic conjured by even the strongest mages.

“…So, this is the final boss,” Khan mused with a bitter smile, taking in Alpha’s relaxed demeanor.

“As bad as it gets,” Khan thought, lamenting over his consistently outdone misfortunes, as he gripped his axe and magic sword tighter.

“Looks like there’s no other choice…”

“Let’s see how well you flounder,” Alpha said, setting the stage.

Thus, the worst boss battle commenced.
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“Truly, I’m going to die.”

Having no idea how long he had been running with his feeble body. His body had been sending signals to rest a long time ago, but Hern continued to relentlessly whip his legs, traversing every corner of the city-state. It was because he needed to finish coaxing key figures into his fold before the chaos subsided.

The nobles who resided in the outer district, who were originally nothing more than bands of thieves but formed a faction and later accepted the Duke’s tempting offer to join him, as well as those who, though not nobles nor commanding any troops like the faction leaders, held significant influence within the city-state.

During his time as a court minister, he had met face-to-face with these individuals, one by one, to engage in conversations. Most of them did not think highly of him, a man who used to be a mere district mayor before rising to prominence under the Duke’s favor.

However, as they were all dumbfounded by the current situation that engulfed the Grand Duchy, he managed to converse with them quite smoothly. In truth, his role in the persuasion wasn’t all that significant…

“Thank you. Thanks to you, I was safely able to coax the key figures within the city-state.”

“I only did my part.”

“By fulfilling that role diligently, we can now sooner stabilize the city-state’s unrest. There’s no need for modesty, sister Elena.”

Startled. The girl, who was wiping her rain-soaked hair with a dry cloth, raised her head to meet Hern’s gaze. Feeling a peculiar aura from her look, Hern unconsciously swallowed.

“Well, it seems to me that your eloquence was the more remarkable.”

“… Ahem. Persuading someone engulfed in chaos is quite a simple task. Especially, it was made easier with you by my side, proving the will of the gods. Though the people of the kingdom are not as fervently devout as the imperial citizens, they acknowledge that the gods of the Pantheon always watch over us. Moreover… you even helped suppress the factions attempting to plunder amidst the confusion.”

“That thanks should not be directed at me, but at them?”

There was a sharp edge to her response, prompting Hern to reply,

“Of course.”

Though he said so outwardly, Hern vividly remembered. The foolish-faced mercenary who kidnapped him here, the woman from the North known as Paladin with the spear, and the young mage whose spells were of a caliber unlike the wandering mages.

The executioner’s comrades had driven the factions back, and the number of skulls the petite nun had crushed with her mace-.

“After everything is over, we must properly reward them. As a noble of the kingdom and a devotee under the Pantheon’s care.”

“That would be a prudent decision. Of course, you mean that reward would come after you’ve become the next power in the North.”

“…..”


Hern chose to remain silent. For reasons unknown, he sensed the young nun was in the worst possible mood. Instead, he shifted the topic to future matters.

“Nevertheless. Thanks to your help, we’ve managed to coax all the figures worth persuading. And with such an evil visage overtaking the Grand Ducal Castle. Having heard the will of the Pantheon Cathedral as well. It seems the Duke’s end is near. The gathering of the rebel forces against the duke must have concluded by now. It’s about time we entered the Grand Ducal Castle…”

“No, that would be troublesome.”

Hern did not reprimand the young mage for interrupting him. Before being the executioner’s comrade, the opponent was a mage capable of conjuring terrifying spells. He assumed it was said with a different thought in mind.

“Why is that?”

“Because going in won’t help at all. We’ll only be a hindrance.”

“… You seem to know about the phenomenon.”

“As an imperial citizen, how could one not know?”

Was it a statement ignorant of other nations, or simply an expression of common knowledge among imperial citizens? Though the gap between the empire and other nations was indeed vast. The young mage likely meant no disdain.

“May I hear your thoughts?”

“That’s a magical calamity. Looking at how the mana in and around the Grand Ducal Castle has been completely blocked off and dissipated, it’s almost certain. The erosion has proceeded, which means the Grand Ducal Castle has become an entirely separate dimension.”

Though it was hard to grasp, the gist was simple.

A major disaster, akin to the great magical calamity that engulfed a quarter of the continent, had befallen the Grand Ducal Castle. Hern trembled momentarily with fear but soon consoled himself.

“Then. Entering the magical calamity is impossible?”

“It’s not that we can’t enter. But I wouldn’t recommend it. Even my master couldn’t guarantee your safety inside a magical calamity.”

“That friend’s master is a mage from the tower. It means we’d definitely meet our end if we went in. Lord Hern.”

“……!”

The realization that the young mage was the apprentice of a mage startled Hern. Under normal circumstances, it would be a shocking revelation, but after experiencing one astonishing event after another, he felt merely resigned.

‘Indeed, if he’s an apprentice to a mage, his remarkable magical prowess makes sense.’

And to think that leading ordinary soldiers would result in inevitable death, the phrase made all too much sense now.


“Out of curiosity, how strong does one have to be to usually assault the Demonic Realm?”

At that moment, Hern took a step back awkwardly under the concentrated gaze upon him. It was as if the look in their eyes was lethal.

“Oh, do not misunderstand me. I’m not suggesting that the Executioner will fail. From the standpoint of having to manage the chaos in the public domain, shouldn’t we know so we can prepare accordingly?”

His plea was sincere, and indeed, Hern truly hoped for the Executioner’s success. After all, it made sense given he had already committed to being part of the Executioner’s plan.

Perhaps his earnest appeal made a difference. The woman better known by her nickname, the Spear of Palam, sighed and began to speak.

“I heard a story when I was young. Near the end of the Tyrant King’s reign, a Demonic Realm appeared in the Argon borderlands. At that time, the kingdom’s power was at its peak thanks to the deeds of the Tyrant King. They organized a punitive force composed only of the kingdom’s knights and mages, refusing help from the empire. The result was… a horrific failure.”

Hern swallowed hard and asked for details.

“So, how many were in that punitive force?”

“Twenty knights and ten mages. Plus, a hundred royal guards. The kingdom’s number one knight at the time took command. And yet, not a single one survived.”

Hearing this, Hern’s legs gave way, and he slumped to the ground.

And then he realized.

The inexplicable rage and somber expressions of the Executioner’s allies.

‘It’s impossible.’

The Executioner won’t die. Not with the Grand Warrior sent by the Black Wing, but also Kal Elson, the Mercenary Guildmaster!

*

*

*

Boom! Crash! Shriek──!!

A spear of flame as large as an ogre’s forearm pierced down, a gray blade that pierced through plate armor in an invisible speed surged forward, and an ice barrier disrupted the connection while exploding into sharp fragments.

‘Damn, that’s ridiculously powerful…!’


Khan grimaced as he barely dodged a storm of fire that slithered across the ground like a snake.

It felt like facing several Magi at once.

Alpha, who had proclaimed himself a grand magus, began to unleash a torrent of spells of various elements almost instantly as the real fight began. What made things even worse, it appeared there was no limit to his mana.

He was using something else as fuel for his spells.

“You might want to stop assuming my mana will run dry. Didn’t I tell you before? I achieved the rank of a grand magus through the secret of handling souls. Who else but I would possess knowledge of magical tools that use souls as fuel? Especially in this place, the consumption rate is drastically reduced.”

Khan was already physically at a disadvantage.

He hadn’t considered a battle of attrition from the start. Merely closing the distance was extremely difficult, resulting in a stalemate.

‘If I use the power welling up within me, I could break through momentarily… but what comes after is uncertain.’

An S-grade skill was meant for decisive battles.

For Khan, who must use his stamina as a cost for skills, bursting forth with power to clear a path wasn’t an option. Thus, he hoped his companions could break through somehow…

But even that was proving to be difficult.

[O Karyan…!]

Even though Pashantu had enhanced his strength with the power of a relic, relying on external power meant he was bound by its limits. Moreover, as time passed, the power within the relic seemed to be waning, its force noticeably diminishing.

Alpha seemed to have noticed this too, focusing his attacks on Pashantu. Kal Elson wasn’t faring any better. Although trained to the limits of a pure human, ultimately, he couldn’t surpass the realm of humanity.

Despite being able to perform beyond the physical limits due to his exquisite skill, it still exhausted him tremendously. No one knew this better than Kal Elson himself.

“Uaaaaah!”

With a single slash, Kal Elson cut through dozens of spells, roaring. The scream of a sword demon dedicating his life to reaching the zenith of swordsmanship. The killing intent contained within was enough to stop the heart of any ordinary person.

“You’re still overflowing with energy.”

However, this had no effect on the monster that had been resurrected after entrusting its body to the void and reaching the realm of a grand magus in the distant past. Instead, an even more concentrated barrage of spells rained down on Kal Elson, leading to an overwhelming onslaught.

It was but a moment before Kal Elson’s vision was filled with a myriad of colored spells. It was a sight that shattered the common sense that a mage could not escape from a swordsman in confined space. Even for a swordsman, it seemed impossible to cut through the rain of spells pouring down on him.

“Phew.”

He exhaled. And then, he inhaled again. After releasing his anger through a single enraged roar, Kal Elson poured his tranquil mind entirely into his sword, as if wanting to become one with it.

‘Now!’

And at the moment his eyes opened— Above the rushing spells aimed at him, Kal Elson’s sword began to draw a line.

“Ah…!”

A cry of astonishment escaped from Alpha. As the person who had crafted the spells and had reached the realm of a grand magus, he understood exactly how exquisite and exceptional the swordplay Kal Elson had just displayed was.

The line that seemed crooked like a line carelessly drawn by a child precisely targeted the core of the spells.

As a result—

Fsssst…

The bombardment of spells was instantly dissipated.

“Remarkable.”

With just one strike of the sword… Alpha revealed his genuine admiration and once more initiated a spell, this time summoning even more in number, as if challenging Kal Elson to block them again, his face innocent like that of a child discovering a new toy.

This opened a gap, one that the barbarian of the Hoarfrost Gorge did not miss.

Crack.

Like a wolf of the snowfields, Pashantu stomped on the floor of the royal audience chamber. Alpha, with a look of annoyance, flicked his hand to shoot out a few spells, but Pashantu, with his body alone, intercepted the spells and closed the distance in an instant.

The essence power that had been wrapping around his fist seemed to envelop Pashantu’s entire body in protection since who knows when. It was the rampage of the essence.

[Karyan is watching──!!]

Boom…!

The explosion caused by the rampant essence covered not only Pashantu, its bearer, but also Alpha nearby. Although, he seemed unscathed, perhaps shielded by a barrier, he staggered slightly, indicating he was not entirely unaffected.

And in that moment, primed for the opportunity, a thump resonated.

Thud.

Khan had finished charging his throw.

────────.

The axe thrown by Khan turned into light and rushed towards Alpha, embedding itself in his chest before a barrier could even be erected.

But astonishingly, Khan’s axe was repelled, blocked by something.

A barrier thinly spread over the skin in anticipation of unexpected crises. That barrier prevented Khan’s throw.

But as a result, the last shield crumbled.

‘No matter.’

Alpha smiled.

The barrier could be recreated at any time. His power was so overflowing that it could be deemed infinite, whereas they had just squandered their utmost effort. Standing guard would lead them to self-destruct.

Of course, he had no intention of waiting quietly until their strength drained away. Given the situation, crushing them with overwhelming power and turning them into minions seemed a good idea, to serve as vanguards for the erosion of this world…

Slish.

Then,

A chillingly indifferent slicing sound pierced the air. Alpha’s head slowly tilted down, and he belatedly realized a crack had been drawn across his body from one shoulder to the opposite waist — a trace that a sword had skimmed across.

“Huff. Huff… Finally got you, you damn bastard.”

With that voice as the last thing he heard, Alpha’s vision was split into dozens of fragments.
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The body split into literally dozens of pieces.

Such damage would be inescapable even for a troll, let alone a magic caster, marking an end to any chance of revival. However, no one in the group believed this to be the end for Alpha. Instead, they caught their breath, preparing for what was to come next.

Koo-goo-goo-gung…!

And the world began to collapse.

This was not a mere figure of speech. From the ceiling of the vast hollow to the cracks leading down to the walls, it all collapsed in an instant. Fragments of the shattered dimension fell like pieces of glass. Soon, the group found themselves abandoned in the midst of chaos.

‘Void.’

Yes, void. No other word could as aptly describe this space.

Looking around, there was no sign of life; sometimes it was dark, at times it was red, and at others, it was filled with a chaotic mix of colors, as if paint had been haphazardly blended together. A space where only chaos, born of the void, existed.

Khan unconsciously tapped the ground with the tip of his foot to check. Since they weren’t falling, it seemed the demonic realm hadn’t completely collapsed.

‘That would have been quite troublesome.’

After all, even with superhuman strength, one couldn’t fly. It was fortunate there was a ground. Distinguishing up from down was difficult in the void, the very space where even Ron, with his pathfinding skills, would undoubtedly lose his way like a directionless wanderer.

“… Tsk. Ptooey!”

“Are you okay?”

“Does this look okay to you? Damn. It’s going to cost a fortune to fix this.”

Yeah, it didn’t look okay. Khan smirked as he watched Kal Elson spit like a street thug. The once-overwhelming barrage of spells from Alpha proved to be too much for him as well, leaving his right hand completely broken. Blood oozed from every possible point on his face.

It was hard to decide whether Kal Elson was impressive for breaking through the Grand Magus’s spells with such a price… or if it was Alpha who was remarkable for pushing the Swordmaster to such extremes.

“Alive is enough.”

“Absolutely. Yes!”

Pashantu, who had drawn out an opening by self-detonating vital essence, burst into laughter amid her blood-drenched form. Despite looking like she could drop dead at any moment, her barbarian’s robust physique meant death wasn’t imminent.


‘Of course, that’s if it all ends here.’

Khan, seeing his comrades gather around, then took in the sight of the demonic realm, now solely a void. All traces that this place had once been the grand duke’s secret workshop had long vanished, alongside Alpha’s body, which Kal Elson had cut down, becoming part of the void itself and disappearing.

But that was it. As if to say the demonic realm wasn’t over yet, it refused to spit out the group.

“… So much for embracing the void.”

As if responding to Khan’s mumble, someone laughed. The laughter came in a form slightly different from that produced by the throat.

──────.

It was a psychic wave.

Of course, this wasn’t a level of power that could interfere with the world like the will of a transcendent being. Similar to how Draupnir communicated with Khan, it was a form of communication that shot thoughts directly.

Squirm- Squirm-

Somewhat away from the group, the chaos of the demonic realm began to stir.

Constantly changing its color, the chaos eventually formed into a huge sphere that then transformed into hundreds, thousands of tendrils, beginning to devour one another. It was a sight so nauseating that even those with strong stomachs might find themselves retching.

Even the team, accustomed to all sorts of horrific sights, involuntarily grimaced.

─────.

The sphere of chaos sent out another psychic wave. While the message couldn’t be understood in human language, those who received it faintly grasped the entity’s intent. He was laughing now, reveling in the boundless joy of shedding its human form and becoming a true part of the chaos.

“You look disgustingly hideous.”

To any ordinary human, he would appear nothing but a massive tentacled monster. Then, the sphere of chaos once again scattered its psychic waves, and atop the mass of numerous tentacles, a gigantic eyeball revealed itself.

Blink. Blink.

The eye socket that opened among the tentacles was filled with chaos, but it was evident that it was watching them. Specifically, Khan. Himself.

─────!

“Damn, what the hell?”


As the monster furiously scattered its psychic waves, Khan retrieved the axe he had thrown just moments before with the ‘Arachne’s Silent Thread’. He charged at it without hesitation. The part of the orb that hadn’t shown any significant reaction despite the psychic waves was now torn away.

───?

The psychic waves this time were understandable. Pain, confusion, questioning. Those words roughly represented the meaning.

“What’s with the question mark, you damn thing?”

Khan leapt into the air to attack the floating creature, spinning his body and gripping his magic sword. Then, as soon as his feet touched the ground, he jumped again.

Swoosh!

The magic sword smoothly penetrated the monster’s tentacles. Khan’s body flew through the air as he pierced through the sphere of chaos, and the eyeball of the sphere of chaos rolled away.

“What are you looking at?”

His arm, wielding the axe, swelled momentarily, and with the strength of his shoulder and wrist alone, he threw the axe. The unstable posture in mid-air hardly posed a disadvantage, thanks to the throwing skill. The axe, propelled quickly by the skill, crashed into the eyeball of the sphere.

Crack.

But unlike expected, the tentacled body merely stretched back like a rubber band. The axe neither penetrated nor shattered it; the tentacles that composed the monster’s body busily wriggled, offsetting the impact.

“Damn.”

Now he found himself in the bizarre situation of having to deal with a tentacle monster.

Suppressing the sudden surge of revulsion, Khan noted that, just as it appeared, the injuries of Kal Elson and Pashantu were severe. They might claim they could still fight, but against a creature from the void, injured comrades were only a hindrance. What else could be done?

He had to step in and blow up the tentacles himself. Of course, he was relatively unscathed, but he wasn’t in perfect condition either. The only tactic Khan had to choose was ultimately—

“Make it quick.”

Crack…!

Pulling on the ‘Silent Thread’ connected to the axe, it immediately flew back into his hand. By then, the sphere of chaos had moved its tentacles to return to its original form, albeit slightly smaller in size.

Right, just keep whacking it down to the size of a pea.

Thud. With a leap closing the distance and planning to strike swiftly, Khan performed a feint. Underneath his transparent steps, ripples spread as if his body was about to be launched like a cannonball.


Whiff.

A sound like air escaping was heard, and pain that started from his left shoulder spread throughout his body. Even Khan, accustomed to enduring pain, involuntarily flinched from the intense agony.

Thud. Boom─!

But the hesitation was brief.

Khan’s body followed its intended movement, charging towards the sphere of chaos.

Whiff. Whiff.

“Tentacles…?!”

This time, Khan caught the source of the sound in midair. A tentacle had shot out from the monster’s body, aiming precisely at his heart. It wasn’t strange for a tentacle monster to use tentacles to attack.

However, the problem was that the tentacle moved so fast it was hard to catch even with Khan’s agility stats, and it pierced through the ‘Fur of the Snow Mountain White Wolf’ he was wearing with incredible penetrating power. Had he not relied on his combat foresight to dodge, his heart would have been pierced in an instant.────!

As if asking why his attacks were evaded, the psychic wave emanated.

‘Would you take it if you were me?’

Khan rapidly closed the distance to right in front of the creature and swung his axe through the air. Whoosh—. Tentacles flew toward the trajectory of the axe and were severed.

[Combat Foresight (B) – 07%]

─Activated only within battle situations.

Facing the worst kind of enemy, a monster from the void, his concentration reached its peak. Through it, he quickly became accustomed to utilizing combat foresight, and a rapid proficiency increase immediately followed. It was as if the tentacles fired by the sphere of chaos were sucked towards the axe and magic sword of their own accord.

Crack-crunch!

Seeing its attacks fail, the sphere of chaos seemed to change tactics, starting to extract some of its tentacles.

‘Always something new….’

The giant arm thus formed, the sphere of chaos slammed it down towards Khan with force. The tentacle-made muscles inflated like those of a human, swelling in size to surpass Khan.

Without experiencing it, it was clear. Getting hit by that would leave nothing left to pick up—.

‘I’ll counterattack.’

Head-on.

The left foot is the pivot. Around it, the body rotates slightly, and in a state where the slightly bent lower body firmly supports, he raises his magic sword with both hands.

Zzzzt—!

A red line streaked across the tentacle arm. Despite the tentacles wriggling as if resisting the sword attack, Khan’s slash carved a straight line, reaching up to the sky filled with void.

─Acquired Antares’ Sword Technique (C).

─Due to the effect of the Ancient Bloodline, the Antares’ Sword Technique (B) grade rises.

[Antares’ Sword Technique (B) – 14%]

─A swordsmanship created by a great swordsman who led the battle against demons and their minions that descended upon Midland in the ancient past. It was designed so that even humans, inherently weaker in size and strength against demons, could pierce the heart of a demon.

─The sword of one who trains in this swordsmanship never loses its center, regardless of any external force.

The chaos sphere exploded into a psychic wave made of screams. The once gigantic tentacle monster now reduced to a size somewhat manageable. Did that make the fight any easier?

“Huff.”

Not quite. Ignoring stamina management completely, Khan exerted his full strength. In pushing the creature to the edge in an instant, he was essentially gambling with his life.

‘When have I not?’

He stepped forward. A hidden tentacle within the net that came right before him pierced through Khan’s torso as he severed the net with his magic sword, halting his body abruptly—thud.

Despite the searing pain that spread from his abdomen, reminiscent of an acute torture, he gritted his teeth and took another step forward. The slightly smaller creature, along with the psychic wave, now conjured a massive flame. The flame, mixed with the power of the void, shot out in a shape reminiscent of a dragon’s breath.

Actually, it was a dragon’s breath. Khan, recalling the ‘Wyvern’ he dealt with in Al-Rasdel, drew power from the scar on his right chest. A pure white shield materialized in the air, blocking the breath.

Fwoosh-ahahah!

While the pure white shield had blocked the breath before, this time, it was a breath mixed with the power of the void. The heat transmitted beyond the gradually retreating shield of pure white made it difficult to open his eyes. So, he just closed them.

The barbarian senses caught the breath and the presence of the chaos sphere that fired it.

Again, with the right foot forward, the thrown axe created a dragon fist wind, climbing straight through the breath like a meteor shower rewound. Completing its task by fully piercing through the breath, the axe shattered.

Craaack.

‘I was getting used to it.’

Khan pushed his regret aside. He could just ask the Goddess of Justice for a new one. With the blessing of a god added to the weapon promised by the mage Jerome of the Magic Tower, wouldn’t it become even more effective?

Holding ‘Neria’s Magic Awl’ in his now empty left hand, Khan addressed Draupnir, which had become unusually quiet since his arrival in the demonic realm.

‘Hey, let’s try that thing again from last time.’

[…….]

No response came back. Instead, the flames of blood erupting from within consumed his entire body.
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095. The Purge of Elpelland(5)

“Madman.”

Kal Elson was unable to hide his astonishment and dismay. When Khan charged alone towards the sudden appearance of a giant tentacled beast, Kal Elson’s body instinctively leaped forward, driven by a desire to fight with his still-functional left arm. However, he was unexpectedly held back by Pashantu, preventing him from doing so.

Rumors say the barbarian of the Hoarfrost Gorge gladly accept even a battle destined for death with a smile… Such rumors are half true and half false. Of course, the warriors of the Hoarfrost Gorge do not fear death. But, more than that, they despise actions unbecoming of a warrior. They considered it an unacceptable act to trample on the resolution of a warrior who sacrifices himself and to interfere in the fight just to prove their own bravery. It was deemed an unwarrior-like judgment.

“Damn it…” Without needing a detailed explanation from Pashantu, Kal Elson also decided to quietly observe Khan’s battle, keeping his drawn sword ready in hand, just in case.

However, the moment Kal Elson was waiting for, did not come. The force displayed was truly overwhelming. Not once did Khan backtrack in the face of an adversary as large as a sizable mansion. If Kal Elson’s eyes weren’t deceiving him, it seemed Khan had the upper hand in terms of strength. Moreover –

‘That blood mist. I’ve seen it before.’

Khan had invoked the blood mist when he fought Duke’s first knight. With each of Khan’s strikes, the massive body of the tentacled creature began to noticeably shrink. The once-massive beast was now only slightly larger than Pashantu.

But, ‘He’s also getting exhausted.’ Driving back the tentacled beast came at a significant toll. His movements became noticeably slower compared to before, and the number of open wounds inflicted by the tentacles’ attacks could not easily be counted with one hand. Of course, considering how much the creature had been pushed back, the price paid seemed small. What truly astounded Kal Elson was this aspect.

‘I knew he had monstrous strength…’ Movements like predicting the future. The blood mist that boosted his physique. The pure white shield that blocked the flame shot by the monster. Nothing was common. Possessing even one of these traits could transform a mediocre mercenary into an outstanding warrior, yet all these were concentrated in a single barbarian warrior. And now, he wielded a swordsmanship that was unfathomably advanced, further reinforcing any weaknesses at a pace that astonishingly surprised Kal Elson.

“That cowardly bastard… Indeed, blood does not lie.”

Pashantu muttered something beside him, but Kal Elson, not understanding the language of the Hoarfrost Gorge, merely tightened his grip, drenched in cold sweat, swallowing dryly.

‘Once I return alive from here, I’ll have to update all information about him.’ And if the guild headquarters took his advice seriously…

‘A new name would be listed in the guild’s records.’

***

It felt as if my head was burning. Not in the literal sense, even though I was enveloped in the excruciating pain from the ‘Blood Flower Technique’, but rather – it was as if I had reached some limit due to overly heightened concentration. The ‘feeling’ of using skills, Antares’ Sword Technique, had now seamlessly integrated into my movements. Each movement naturally carried a unique subtlety.

Without even looking back at the tentacle that changed direction to stab at the back of my head, I sliced it off. Continuing the motion, my sword drew a large semicircle, cutting off chunks of the tentacles. Immediately, I used a jump technique to move diagonally ───!

Shut it, you brat. The sphere of chaos, struck directly by a fist large as a person’s head, smashed into the ground. Khan’s body, which managed to flip upside-down to land head-downward over it, executed the movement fluidly. The sphere of chaos, now more agile due to its reduced size, managed to dodge even in its trembling state.

Again, its intentions were clear, but Khan responded by driving his magic sword into its eyeball. However, when Draupnir couldn’t penetrate the eyeball as expected, Khan frowned. The tentacles forming its body had turned unusually hard.

Consequently, Khan clenched his fist with the intent to smash it this time. And then – Danger. His battle premonition went off wildly, briefly disturbing his concentration. But thanks to that, he managed to deploy the pure white shield just in time, not a moment too late.


“It’s not enough…!”

But it was not enough. Due to the significant amount of energy drained by the effort of holding his breath, the pure white shield he had summoned flickered faintly, as if it would extinguish at any moment. While his face twisted in concentration, thinking of another plan, the danger foreseen by his combat precognition slammed into him.

Swish swish swish swish!

The sphere of chaos began to wildly fire its hardened tendrils in every direction. It was its last struggle. Sensing its imminent death, it decided to annihilate every threat in a determined bid to survive. This signaled that the outcome of the battle would decidedly tilt to one side based on this assault.

Thud thud thud thud…!

Clang!

However, only seconds after facing the barrage of tendrils, the pure white shield shattered completely. Khan was left without anything to protect him. Even if he possessed a swordsmanship close to a Swordsmaster, it would have been nearly impossible for Khan to deflect with a sword at that moment. Frankly, he thought it would be a difficult feat even for Kal Elson.

It would help to think of the slender darts as machine-gun fire.

Wait for the creature’s desperate attack to end by fending off all the tendrils, or forcefully break through and end it all. He had to choose one of the two, but neither option was easy.

“How did he do it before?”

The first thing that came to mind was the astonishing single stroke demonstrated by Kal Elson, that had cut through a barrage of spells in an instant. Impossible. Of course, his swordsmanship was embarrassingly inferior compared to that of the Swordsmaster.

What about deflecting with Antares’s Sword Technique?

“Impossible.”

The strength of Antares’ Sword Technique was undeniable. However, it was useless in the current situation. Perhaps if the skill level was higher…

Using the throwing skill to create an opening and then diving through? Impossible, since there was no time to charge for maximum power. Rising power. Impossible. Growing stronger here was meaningless.

Escaping by leap? The tendrils were firing indiscriminately; escaping was impossible. Opening Aecharis’s pouch to shove the tendrils inside? Opening a passage wide enough to cover his body was impossible.

Then, next, next…

“Impossible.”

Finally, he admitted. No matter what he tried, there was no way Khan could counter or avoid the barrage of tendrils. However, he found a way at the very end. He realized what he was best at—something he had even before possessing this monstrous body. It was neither to counter nor to evade.

“To endure.”


And to push forward. Khan, wrapping the “Snow Mountain White Wolf’s Fur” over his shoulder like a shield, stepped toward the barrage of tendrils.

─ Blessing of Projectile Block: Grants average resistance against projectiles.

Immediately, a dull impact pierced through the Snow Mountain White Wolf’s Fur and battered his body. He had not expected it to serve as a proper shield in the first place. If it could reduce the impact on his body even slightly, that was enough.

“Forward.”

With each step, the impact from the hardened tendrils intensified. But he could not stop. If he slowed down even a bit, he would surely be pushed back. So, he stepped forward again. The pain wasn’t severe. After all, his body was already under the agonizing burn of the “Blood Flower Technique.”

However, the physical burden was accumulating in full, and at that moment, his knee struck by a tendril buckled involuntarily.

Thump.

Eventually, he was brought down to one knee.

[Leap]

Instead of the injured leg, he kicked off the ground with his other, relatively intact leg. But due to the relentless storm of tendrils, he couldn’t advance far before landing. Regardless, Khan kicked off the ground with his right leg as if pushing it away.

During this, the Snow Mountain White Wolf’s Fur, which had slightly lessened the impacts, slipped from his grasp. Now truly left to face the onslaught with his bare body, he leaped again.

[Leap]

At some point, he stopped hearing anything, struck in the wrong way. The reason didn’t matter; he just leaped again.

[Leap]

Blood loss made it hard to see, but the location of the creature was fixed, so he didn’t care.

─────!

The creature launched a psychic wave, ridden with a complex mix of emotions too difficult to comprehend. However, he understood one thing clearly.

“It fears me.”

[Leap]

And when he leaped up again with his right foot…


[Unyielding Will]

All his senses returned.

Through his vision tinted with blood, he could now see the creature, shrunk to the size of a dwarf. Khan checked the distance to the creature – it was less than ten steps away. However, he did not advance but stood in place, striking a stance.

[Throw]

Neria’s magic awl, empowered by the mana absorbed from the magic stone, carved its path wrapped in spells. Of course, it couldn’t withstand the pouring shock and was flung away somewhere immediately –

But that was enough to close the remaining distance in an instant.

Thud.

“Caught you,” Khan grinned, revealing his teeth. Indeed, when the body is strong, the mind need not suffer. If one can reckon with sheer force, there’s no need for complex strategies.

───.

A very faint psychic wave tingled in his head. Khan did not bother to understand it. He had to finish the creature off before the effect of the skill ended. Just as he was about to thrust Draupnir into the creature, now small enough to fit snugly in his grasp, several translucent windows popped up before Khan’s eyes.

Messages of leveling up and his throwing skill reaching grade A.

What, I haven’t even stabbed it yet…?

As he felt puzzled, the creature he struggled against suddenly dropped dead, and at the same moment, the demonic realm began to collapse completely. The death of the creature, which harbored the core of the demonic realm, meant that the dimension could no longer be sustained and was entering a state of dissolution.

As evidence, an unknown force began pulling at Khan’s exhausted body, now free from the Unyielding Will, and the same happened to his companions. They were returning to their home dimension. If they waited a bit, they would be expelled back through the entrance of the demonic realm they had come from.

‘Those guys should have taken control of the situation by now.’

It wasn’t the plan he had in mind for the demonic realm, but, one way or another, having made arrangements in advance meant there would be no fighting after clearing the demonic realm. Not that he was in any condition to fight.

Khan simply closed his eyes, hoping to wake up on the soft bed of the grand fortress…

And as his consciousness faded, a psychic wave, which should not be heard any longer, seeped in.

‘What…!’

The clear telepathy hitting his mind directly made Khan try to respond, but his overburdened body forcibly turned off the switch of consciousness. The last telepathy thrown by Alpha, who became a servant of the Void, was…

‘A welcome…?’

***

[Level Up!]

[Level 26 -> 28]

[Strength: 62 -> 66] +1

[Agility: 34 -> 36] +2

[Stamina: 36 -> 38] +6

[Intelligence: 2]

─Throwing (B) grade increased. Dragon Fang (A) acquired.

[You have cleared the Dungeon: Silent Wails of the Tormented.]

─Success Reward: Core of the Demonic Realm x1
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Chapter 096. A New North (1)

“I’m exhausted.”

With bloodshot eyes, Khan gently closed them. The discussions, which had stretched on for nearly a dozen days, were grueling enough to drain even those accustomed to intellectual labor. More so since the topic at hand was too significant for a casual approach, hence the preparation had to be thoroughly conducted, even at the expense of sleep.

“Still, the outline is somewhat clear now.”

After organizing the myriad issues in his head, Hern didn’t take a break but immediately left his personal office. His frail body signaled the need for rest, yet leisure was a luxury he couldn’t afford, not when there were ambitions to be fulfilled. It was time to exert himself more.

He left the office provided to him during his days as a court minister and headed somewhere else.

“I’m still not used to this….”

Hern couldn’t hide his discomfort as he walked down a corridor that now felt utterly devoid of any signs of life.

The Great Fortress had been consumed by the Corrosion, which had been eradicated through the heroic efforts of two barbarian warriors and a swordsman, along with consuming every human within at the time. Oddly, the fortress itself emerged relatively unscathed, which sometimes gave Hern a chilling feeling. And as he passed the now-empty corridors, he couldn’t help but think.

“If Khan hadn’t kidnapped me….”

“I wouldn’t be alive and walking around like this.”

Nor would he be able to burn his life away for a new ambition.

***

The place Hern headed to was the audience chamber inside the Great Fortress, a somewhat familiar location to him. Unlike before, there were no knights guarding the door, and the doors were wide open as if welcoming anyone.

Upon entering, dozens of eyes turned towards him.

“Tch. Those glares….”

The feelings behind those glances were largely similar – envy, impatience, disdain, and vigilance…

It was a natural reaction, all things considered. Originally, his status would place him at the very bottom of those present. However, having caught the eye of the Duke and become a court minister, and then seizing a key position amidst the chaos of “that day”, the results were inevitable.

Without showing any sign of being conscious of the focused attention, Hern confidently walked towards the round table set in the center of the audience chamber. The table, specially made for today’s meeting, lacked a designated head seat as a symbolism of equality among the participants, although most of the seats were already occupied.

“Still, a pecking order is inevitable.”


Nobility inherently sorted themselves into a hierarchy. Despite the absence of a designated head seat, all present instinctively knew where they belonged based on their status.

“Ah, you’ve arrived, Hern!”

Ermon, who was out of place with the etiquette of nobility, stood up and greeted him warmly. Ignoring a disapproving cough from someone, Ermon simply smiled widely.

Hern responded with a light smile and nod, then proceeded to find a seat. There were three empty spots left. One near the door, one in the middle of the room, and one directly below the throne at the far end, which everyone implicitly recognized as the seat of highest honor.

‘The throne as a reference point for the head seat, suggesting those closer wield greater influence.’

The identities of those occupying the seats near the ‘head’ lent credibility to his guess.

To the left of the ‘head seat’, a man whose appearance screamed of a rugged life and not of noble birth was visible. It wasn’t just his appearance; he wasn’t a noble at all. He was the leader of a mercenary band that was among the first to join forces with the Duke during the summoning of the northern mercenaries and currently regarded as the de facto leader among them.

In contrast, to the right sat a young man who was true aristocracy.

“The eldest son of Count Lante.”

He was the eldest son of Count Lante, who had been decapitated by the Duke’s magic in the plains of Karunya. Having succeeded his deceased father as Count Lante, he did not join under the Duke but instead locked the city gates. In a way, he was the only person at this gathering who had raised a banner against the Duke, and now that the Duke’s rebellion had been quelled, his actions shone brightly.

By declaring opposition to the Duke and enduring to the end, succeeding his father who was the first to be slaughtered by the Duke, he rapidly rose as a symbolic figure.

‘It naturally gives him a cause. In the reshaping northern power structure, he has the cause to stand at the center.’

From the royal family’s perspective, there was no one more suitable than the young noble to steer the future direction of the north, the only person among the attending nobles who had not participated in the rebellion.

Understanding this better than anyone, as soon as the news of the Duke’s death spread, he entered Ro-Elpellan and stealthily grew his influence. In a way, his capability was something even more to be wary of than that of the leader of the mercenaries.

“You’ve arrived not a moment too soon, court Minister Lebron. I thought you had collapsed from overwork since you took so long to get here.”

“I abandoned that name long ago. And I manage my own health, so save your concerns.”

“Ha ha. Is that so? Well, then, please take a seat. We must start the meeting.”

Indeed, the checks were sharp. Hern, smiling at the young Count Lante who spoke out of the blue, walked confidently towards the inside, with all eyes focused on his footsteps. Without any hesitation, he passed the middle seats.

“……”

“……!”


Several nobles gasped, and the young Count Lante laughed as if amused, while the leader of the mercenaries showed his displeasure openly. Hern felt a strange thrill as he took his thought-out place and sat down.

“Let’s begin the meeting, then.”

Directly below the throne, it was the seat of honor.

***

“The prisoners should be killed immediately. They’re like bombs. You never know when they’ll explode, and once they do, it’s impossible to predict how far the fire will spread. What’s the point of keeping them alive?”

“That’s not right. Sir Feru, their treatment should wait for the royal family’s decision. After all, they are traitors who have risen against the Argon royal family, and rightfully, the royal family should be the one to punish them.”

“The royal family? The one that hasn’t shown its nose in the north nor shown any interest?”

“Watch your words─! How dare a subject of Argon disrespect the royal family…!”

One of the attending nobles raised his voice, and the others joined in chastising Feru, the leader of the mercenaries. However, Feru snorted in contempt, mocking the nobles in return.

“You’ve gathered quite the loyal subjects. On the one hand, you guys sided with the Duke. No, you were the ones who knelt the fastest. Am I worse than you?”

The nobles retorted in unison. Feru watched them mockingly and then turned his hostility towards the Count Lante they were arguing with.

“After all, do you even have the right to discuss the treatment of prisoners? Cooped up in your city, only to crawl out like a hyena after everything was over.”

“It’s embarrassing to admit, given your words.”

Despite Feru’s direct criticism, the young Count Lante did not lose his gentle smile.

“After all, isn’t this a place prepared for discussion? The moment you gave me the opportunity to attend this meeting, I earned the right to speak. I’m simply proposing the best solution, as expected of me.”

“Hm. Your tongue is quite smooth.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment… Now, there seems to be someone who hasn’t yet shared their thoughts. How about asking for their opinion?”

Reacting to Count Lante’s words, the nobles who were growing red in the face and shouting turned to look at Hern, who was seated in the seat of honor. Indeed, though he secured the highest seat and showcased his position, Hern had been sparing with his words.

“What do you think? I’ve heard that you were the first to act that day, promptly addressing the chaos. Would you share your wisdom with us?”

“It seems the discussion boils down to two points. In my view, neither option is a bad choice. However, there appears to be a better choice available.”


“Ha ha… Is that so? I’m curious.”

“It’s nothing much.”

Hern brought out a prepared answer.

“Wyvern corpses buried in Al-Rasdel. Even now, some of you present here are interested in digging them up using prisoners of war. The by-products obtained in such a way can be purchased by those who desire them, paying the price. The money shall be used for the reconstruction of the North. This way, it seems we could capture both public sentiment and substantial benefits.”

The meeting room fell silent, likely calculating the pros and cons of Hern’s proposal. And unsurprisingly, the fastest to complete this calculation was a young count from the North.

“Very well. The prisoners we have captured are all elite soldiers, each worth two or three able-bodied men. Moreover, using the prisoners for labor could also imprint on the people that our control is still intact.”

“So, after we make use of them, we just wait for the royal family to send someone to decide what to do next?”

“Exactly.”

Count Lante nodded in satisfaction, his face exuding pleasure. Even Feru, whose face was filled with dissatisfaction, quietly closed his mouth, seeming content inwardly. They had joined hands with the Duke for profit. As long as they were promised sufficient benefits, they were willing to work with anyone.

“Then, let’s confirm this agenda as is. We’ll discuss the details further later.”

“That sounds good. Next on the agenda is a discussion about the unclaimed treasures accumulated over the years by the Duke and his family…”

Just as the tumultuous first agenda seemed to be concluding, a deep and heavy voice intruded into the room.

“Discussing what when the owner is right here?”

Hern’s face stiffened terribly.

The other nobles were simply stunned by the abrupt intrusion, not feeling the same embarrassment and dismay as Hern. They couldn’t imagine that the figure who had rectified the chaos of ‘that day’ was a barbarian who had hardly achieved civilization.

It was somewhat understandable.

‘They still do not know through whose hands the Duke’s rebellion was quelled.’

They only thought that Hern, along with the mercenary guild master and the Black Wing Duke’s Great Warrior, had led the efforts to bring an end to the incident.

But Hern knew. He had been completely played by this barbarian, used merely as a piece to tidy up the mess. Perhaps this was true for the mercenary guild master and the Black Wing Duke’s Great Warrior as well…

“That person is…”

“…the barbarian who conquered the demonic realm with the mercenary guild master and the Black Wing Duke’s Great Warrior,” Count Lante laughed, apparently amused by the unexpected situation.

“But, you’re engaging in an interesting conversation. Are you insinuating… that the Duke’s wealth belongs to you?”

“After listening to everything, what do you mean by asking again? Insolent fool.”

“Insolent, fool…?”

Count Lante, likely to emerge as the next powerful figure in the North, was taken aback by such a disrespectful remark, his mouth agape.

Regardless. The intruder, Khan, strode confidently into the heart of the meeting room. Instead of intervening, those attending the meeting waited for someone to step forward as the barbarian who seemed made entirely of weapons barged in. After seeing his fist, the size of a person’s head, who would dare to?

“Hang on, let’s hear what your side has to say. Please, take a seat over there…”

Despite Count Lante’s belated courage, he couldn’t stop Khan’s advance.

Ignoring the high seat, Khan moved to a particular spot.

With a thud.

“From now on, how my property is used will be decided after I hear your discussions. So…”

It was the throne only the owner of the Grand Ducal Castle could occupy.

“Let’s start over. From the beginning.”
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Khan struggled to calm his boiling anger.

‘How dare these bastards… covet someone else’s property?’

This is why one must be cautious of those with elongated ears, nobles, and mages. Such highway bandits. If they only knew the hardships endured in the demonic realm… While he wished to teach them a lesson in the way of the Hoarfrost Gorge, nobles are nobles after all.

Should they all perish, the already tumultuous North would plunge into true chaos.

‘These goddamn…..’

It was Khan’s decision to not reveal the full details to them, and as a result, their greed got the better of them. Showcasing the benevolence of a modern person, Khan decided to let it slide this time.

“So, what was the initial matter at hand?”

“…How rude.”

“Rude?”

“Yes, rude. I understand that you are the barbarian warrior who, alongside the Swordsmaster Kal Elson and the Black Wing Duke’s Great Warrior, raided the demonic realm. However, that does not excuse the disrespectful manner you’ve exhibited here.”

The young one’s audacity was commendable. Judging by his proximity to the throne, his status seemed higher than expected. But he had made a mistake.

“So what?”

“Excuse me?”

“Is this your first time seeing a barbarian behave rudely?”

Khan had no intention of playing along with their petty social hierarchy.

“And besides. It was you who were rude first. Put yourself in my shoes. How do you think I feel seeing you all trying to steal the spoils that I fought like a dog for, while you just sat back and watched?”

“What are you…”

“You, the sniveling one. What were you doing when the demonic realm was being raided?”

Count Lante was rendered speechless by Khan’s question, which was to be expected. On that day, Count Lante had barricaded himself in his city, guarding his chambers with his knights, oblivious to the chaos unfolding at the grand fortress…


“Cat got your tongue?”

“I am the only city lord in the North who did not join the rebellion…”

“So you did nothing.”

Although Khan was unaware of the count’s identity, his query had unexpectedly struck a nerve. Even the pretext of not aligning with the grand duke couldn’t stand before a hero who’d directly vanquished the demonic realm.

“I personally invaded the grand fortress and prevented a disaster unknown to all. If not for me, the corruption would have not stopped at the grand fortress but engulfed Ro-Elpellan, and possibly more. I stopped it. At the risk of my own blood and life.”

“Anyway. Wasn’t it all done by the Swordsmaster of the Mercenary Guild and the Black Wing Duke’s Great Warrior?”

It was Feru, the leader of the mercenaries, who intervened.

“Neither renowned like the Black Wing Duke’s Great Warrior nor someone of known origins, just some wildling… Sure, I’ve heard barbarian warriors are strong fighters. But that only goes so far. Surely, you can’t be stronger than the imperial Swordsmaster?”

Challenging bravely, as befit a figure who stood at the pinnacle among many mercenaries, Feru’s seemingly equal stature and menacing appearance suggested he could indeed face a warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge in combat.

“Why don’t we settle it here, then? Prove that you are stronger than both the Swordsmaster and the Black Wing Duke’s Great Warrior!”

Bang! Crack!

“Worthless…”

Why bother making such a fuss.

Remaining seated on his seat, with minimal movement below his knees, Khan sent Feru flying to the ceiling with an exasperated look. His position on the raised dais naturally gave him a condescending view over the assembled nobles.

However, the nobles couldn’t muster any objection, possibly due to their shock.

‘He just flung him away so easily?’

‘Is this merely about being strong? A race without mana…’

‘Could he be the barbarian the grand duke declared as an devil’s minion…!’

However, Khan had no intention of giving those crafty ones enough time to think it over.

“How about it. If you want more proof, step forward. Either speak or shut your mouth.”


It was essentially a command to shut up. Seeing that his kind persuasion seemed to have worked, Khan smiled for the first time and said,

“Good. Let’s start the real meeting now.”

“The wyvern of Al-Rasdel was killed by me and my comrades. Naturally, its ownership belongs to me and my comrades.”

The aristocrats murmured among themselves, never having anticipated that the barbarian who had raided the demonic realm was the same person who had hunted Al-Rasdel’s wyvern.

“If you need evidence, the mayor of Al-Ranzas and the abbess of Berta Monastery will testify directly. I’m aware there are quite a few who flocked here with that in mind…”

“Regarding the wyvern carcass under the tower of Al-Rasdel. I was thinking of employing the prisoners to extract it.”

“Well, fine by me. Digging it up myself would have been bothersome.”

“But it will take quite some time. It’s not just about removing the debris hastily; organizing a system to transport and control the prisoners will also take a while.”

“Just handle it. As long as I get my share, that’s all that matters to me. If you’re willing to dig it up in my stead, I would consider transferring the carcass at a reasonable price.”

“Taking into account the costs of excavation and managing the prisoners… if we deduct those appropriately from the purchase price…”

“In return, I will take a portion for myself, no matter what. I plan to turn it into weapons, so it won’t be a large amount.”

“Understood.”

The meeting proceeded swiftly and without hitch.

As Hern actively agreed with Khan, showing no intention of opposing him, the meeting quickly unfolded in the direction Khan wanted. To the uninformed aristocrats, however, this seemed to be a different matter.

‘Hern. That opportunist wouldn’t be sucking up without a good reason.’

‘And, thinking about it, the place where he was attacked and went missing was Al-Ranzas, where the head of Berta Monastery is. There must be some connection…?’

“As for the Duke’s assets…”

“That part cannot be entirely claimed as yours. As you know, the assets of nobles who conspired in a rebellion fundamentally revert to the royal family, as is the law of the kingdom.”

“I am not a subject of the kingdom.”

“But the Duke was originally a noble of the Argon Kingdom. Therefore, if the royal family obstructs, it will become quite troublesome. Moreover, since the Black Wing Duke’s Great Warrior fought alongside you, a justification can certainly be made.”


“The royal family…”

They shouldn’t be interested in this matter.

‘Well… swallowing it all was never going to be easy anyway.’

Even if one calls it a border kingdom noble, this was a household that, as descendants of a fallen nation, had lived as high nobles for centuries. Judging from how many soldiers were armed for the rebellion, their wealth must have been considerable. There surely lies a significant amount of gold coins still.

Having all of it could mean completely replacing the equipment with special gear made by Dwarven artisans, but Khan had no such intention. If he were to swallow the Duke’s assets whole, the North would suffer for a very long time.

‘I’m leaving anyway, what should it matter to me…?’

But, wrong is wrong.

Unlike other uncivilized medieval folks, he couldn’t degrade himself to their level. After all, the value of gold wasn’t so significant to him since items dubbed ‘endgame’ in games couldn’t just be bought with money.

‘Still, I should take what I can.’

“As for the Duke’s assets, I promise not to touch them as long as they are promised to be used for the wellbeing of the North. Also, nominate someone untangled in political relations for a supervisory role. I will discuss the selection with those who fought alongside me in defeating the demonic realm.”

He had someone in mind for the selection. A person politically completely neutral, reluctant to engage with nobles, and a rare moral figure in this medieval era.

And now, to the main point.

“Instead, among the items possessed by the Duke, if there is usable equipment, I’ll take it. If it’s not going to cause you all to fight, you won’t be needing it.”

“The Elpellan Duchy… rather, the responsibilities undertaken by the Duke included stemming the influx of Greenskins from the land of warriors. If you take all of it, problems could arise when they do.”

“I have no intention of taking everything with me. I doubt there’s much here that catches my eye.”

“In that case….”

At this point, it was time for Khan to bow out of the conversation. What remained was for these people to scuffle among themselves, sorting their own hierarchies. Just as Khan was about to gracefully exit the stage, a young Count from the North stopped him.

“Wait. There’s a favor I wish to ask of you. As one of the three heroes who ended the chaos in the North.”

“What is it?”

“The North will soon turn into a battleground for power struggles. The true ruler has completely fallen from grace without a successor in place.”

“Get to the point.”

“I’m thinking of creating a new governing body, with the primary objective of benefiting the people of the North. It will meet the conditions you’ve demanded. We must evolve, fostering close links and increased exchanges among the cities of the North, aiding one another… just like regions outside the North.”

“If you wish to play politics, do so without involving me. Why tell me this?”

“Yes, there is a reason.”

The young Count Lante’s eyes sparkled with passion and ambition.

“To establish such an organization, we need a justified cause that we’re representing the North. Despite everything, the nobles of the North aren’t free from the original sin of the Duke’s rebellion. However…”

Taking a breath, Count Lante continued,

“If a hero who ended the North’s turmoil assists in its foundation, it changes everything. And fortunately, one of those heroes is here.”

“Just make your point. Didn’t you hear me?”

“Please, name the organization. Doing so grants us the legitimacy that we’re continuing the legacy of the heroes to stabilize the North. And you, in turn, will wield significant influence over the North.”

He’d survive in the modern world. He’d likely be wearing a golden badge on his chest were this Korea, such was his fortitude. Khan given his disinterest in power, sensed the angle of the proposal.

“Hmm…”

His contemplation was brief.

“Fine, why not.”

His acceptance was largely because he saw no reason to refuse.

“Once you’ve decided on a name for the organization, have someone inform me…”

“No, I’ve thought of something appropriate.”

Given the current circumstances, what could be more fitting?

“The Northern Emergency Measures Committee.

‘Northern EMC’ for short.”

***

With those words, Khan effortlessly exited the grand hall, leaving behind only the instruction to inform him when the Duke’s vault was opened. The finer details could wait to be relayed through Hern. What happened to the North next was up to those left behind.

‘My presence became unnecessarily highlighted, but information tends to spread anyway. Enough soldiers saw me entering the Duke’s fortress.’

Be it Pashantu with the Black Wing Duke, Kal Elson’s mercenary guild, or Raven of the White Crows, it was impossible to suppress such news.

Assuming the information was leveraged at an extremely valuable moment, the deal wasn’t bad.

“Ah, boss. Have you finished your business? Raven, that fellow, wanted me to pass a message to you. Said he’d write a letter since he dashed out and missed telling you.”

“Everything’s taken care of.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“And you? Given all you had to prepare, I’m surprised to see you out here leisurely greeting me.”

“The preparations were completed long ago. Now it’s just farewells.”

With a bittersweet smile, Ron turned, his tone heavy with unspoken thoughts.

“They’re all waiting inside. But surely, we should all say our goodbyes together, shouldn’t we?”
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Farewells, then.

Khan grimaced as he poured liquor into his already dry mouth. The liquor, which he had boldly taken from a cellar in the Duke’s annex outside of the fortress, was of such exquisite quality that even Maya had been excitedly impressed by it. Indeed, its aroma was profound, and the warmth that flowed down the esophagus was particularly remarkable. Regrettably, it was not potent enough to intoxicate his sturdy body.

“You do drink spiritedly.”

“What, weren’t you just sobbing over there?”

“Who, who was sobbing? I was just feeling a bit melancholy.” said Ron, sheepishly making excuses, which made Khan chuckle and hand over the bottle he was holding.

“Thanks.”

Taking the bottle from Khan, Ron imitated him, gulping down the liquor.

“Cough, cough…! How could you drink something this strong like water?”

“Strong? Just give it here.”

Snatching back the bottle from a whining Ron, who had not expected its potency, Khan emptied the remaining half. The fairly warm sensation that flowed down his throat was quite pleasant. Of course, it still wasn’t enough to get him drunk.

[Stamina: 36] +6

With his stamina stat now begrudgingly at 42, Khan asked lazily,

“I’ll settle the commission in gold, at a fair amount.”

“I won’t refuse. You’re trustworthy, after all.”

In truth, Ron had contributed more than what his task required. Not just a simple guide, but a reliable companion. And Khan was not stingy in his spending – as he had been in the west before.

“So, where did you say you’re heading? The Mage Tower?”

“More precisely, to the borderlands of the Empire. A master mage there will come to meet us.”

Ron said.

“That sounds like a rather safe journey. Is this your first time to the Empire?”, Khan asked.


“Not my very first time. But it will be my first crossing into the borderlands, indeed.”

That was as much as saying they had no more reason to travel together.

“Still, it’s quite… no, extremely regrettable. Traveling with you has its dangers, but it has been enjoyable.”

“One more adventure, and you might not survive.”

“Haha…! Luckily, I’m quite resilient. Besides, didn’t you take care of all the real dangers?”

Khan didn’t bother to reply and just opened another bottle.

“Honestly, I thought it wouldn’t be too bad to continue traveling with you. Just a thought, of course. After all, with my abilities, I’d be nothing but a burden.”

“Well, you were not just a burden, at least.”

“It’s kind of you to say so.”

Ron’s words were sincere. Without him, evading the Duke’s pursuit over such a long distance would have been difficult. Nor could he have managed so many tasks alone.

But the strange sense of indebtedness in Ron’s voice wasn’t something that would dissipate with mere consolation. Especially for someone who might feel an out-of-place sense of guilt for not being more helpful during their most perilous moments.

‘Maybe that’s why he chose to head to the Empire…’

The Empire was known for its exceptionally strong mercenaries. If there was something to gain there, it would surely be a beneficial experience for Ron.

“Well then, I’d better go prepare the carriage, true to a guide’s duty.”

“The blacksmith, you mean?”

“A blacksmith, yes. And a guide as well. Just decided to go with that.”

Yes, a good decision. Khan took a drink from the newly opened bottle as if to see Ron off.

“Warrior, I’ve learned a lot during our time together. Thanks to you, I learned how harsh the world can be, and at a bargain.”

“It is harsh. And you’re still not quite like a mage.”

“Oh… is that so?”


“Indeed. Most mages aren’t familiar with humility.”

They are often arrogant, thinking they are the center of the world.

Khan added with a smile.

“But you, even though you’re a mage, have the insight of an ordinary person. You can make rational decisions like a mage when needed. And above all, your skills are pretty decent.”

“Ha… I have much to learn. That’s why I’m returning to the mage tower. Though I think my master would prefer I stay longer.”

“Well…”

Although it appeared that Jan was traveling with Jerome as a contact, it was more accurate to see him as an ‘eye’ that Jerome had placed on him. Naturally, his master wouldn’t be pleased with his decision to return on his own initiative.

Moreover, there were still items Jerome had yet to hand over.

The summary of the research notes left by Darkin Perayas and weapons made with the mage tower’s technology. Both were desperately needed by Khan, so it might be better to keep Jan close. Abruptly cutting ties could complicate matters. However-

“If we meet again, I hope you’ll be a mage by then. You’d be able to help me in many ways.”

“Eh, um. That might take a considerable amount of time…?”

He didn’t deny that he would reach the realm of mage someday and be of help to Khan.

At first glance, it might seem arrogant. However, his talent was so significant that such claims felt modest. Considering his age, barely an adult by Earth standards, his skill surpassed that of many mages in the mage tower, and his growth was remarkable.

“Well. In the end, everything depends on you.”

“Ha. Indeed.”

Jan smiled, bowed, and vanished in the same direction Ron had disappeared. Whether this was an appropriate mage’s farewell was debatable. Khan snorted a laugh at his smooth exit and was about to take another drink when he glanced over.

“You’ve made a day of it.”

“We have been together quite a long time, haven’t we? I guess it was time to get things sorted out. Right, Khan?”

“Not that long.”

Indeed, not short, if he had to admit. Khan swallowed the rest of his words and shook the bottle, signaling an offer to drink.


“Hm. I’d like to, but I must return to the order soon. Abstinence and sobriety are the rules there. I’ll pass.”

“Is that so.”

Khan glanced at Elena’s hair, neatly trimmed at her shoulders, and nodded.

“It suits you well. Matches your vibrant age.”

“… Really? I can’t tell.”

“At that age, short hair is the norm.”

“Is that from your homeland?”

“Something like that.”

Perhaps due to his experience from a time when female students wore bob cuts and male students sported sports cuts, Elena’s current look felt far removed from that of a zealot. Instead, it left an impression of lightheartedness, more fitting for someone carrying a schoolbag.

“When we meet again, what should I call you? A nun? A priestess? Or an apostle of the Goddess of Justice?”

“Hm. Personally, I’d like it if Khan would address me with formality, but please, just as you have been. As you’ve nagged me countless times.”

“Impudent.”

“I’m at that age.”

Of course, you are. Khan joked back and started to stand up. They had exchanged all the necessary farewells, and it was time to deal with the last remaining matter. Sensing what was coming, Elena followed his cue and led him to a spacious room in the annex.

“Let’s begin. My abilities might be lacking, so I can’t maintain it for long.”

“Understood.”

“May you find the answers you seek… O agent of the goddess.”

Elena’s eyes gently closed. Her breathing slowed, and her body became rigid, any minute tremble fading away. After a while, a formidable presence filled the room.

This was their second meeting, and yet, Khan couldn’t shake off the overwhelming feeling. He greeted, forcing a smile.

“It feels like it’s been quite a while.”

[To me, it was but a moment. Young warrior.]

The last task Khan had.

It was meeting with the Goddess of Justice.

[You did well indeed. Though the souls sacrificed can never be reversed, eliminating the seed of chaos before it could properly germinate is no small feat. Worthy of being called an achievement. By my divine honor, I acknowledge that you have fulfilled my task. In the most perfect form. Thus, compensation shall be given.]

‘A shard of divinity.’

Khan recalled the reward promised by the Goddess of Justice. A holy relic that could reproduce the divine power of a god within the mortal flesh, something that only a very few among paladins, who received the god’s blessing, could possess. Though not being a paladin himself made it difficult to draw out its original performance, it was clear that it would significantly enhance Khan’s powers for the time being.

[However, bestowing the shard of divinity upon you now would be excessive.]

“… What do you mean?”

At Khan’s question full of suspicion, the Goddess of Justice explained without showing any annoyance. It was because of the divinity previously granted in the ‘Shield of the Depths’.

[Although it’s a very small part, it’s indeed divinity. For a mortal, it’s impossible to accept such a thing. However, you have accepted divinity into your body, even if it’s in a nearly unorthodox way. In a remarkably stable form at that. And now, it’s balancing with the power of a demon.]

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“It is a significant issue.”

Elena. No, the Goddess of Justice occupying Elena’s body waved a hand.

Woong.

[The energies inhabiting your body are twofold. One is a very tiny portion of divinity. The other is a fragment of power that vile glutton left behind.]

As the Goddess of Justice conjured two energies, one black and one white of identical sizes and shapes, and waved a hand again, they intertwined like a yin-yang, becoming one.

[Both. Powers too burdensome for a mortal to bear, but now, they coexist symbiotically within you, achieving a delicate balance thanks to your blessed body by the god of warriors or perhaps due to your unique heritage. However, adding a shard of divinity to this balance would disrupt it.]

The balance would be broken.

Among the twined black and white energies, the white energy completely engulfed the black one. Then it swiftly expanded in size and caused a massive explosion.

“Of course, I could bestow divinity in the form applied to an object, but to grant you a power that you’d find satisfactory, I’d need to prepare an appropriate artifact. Moreover, it wouldn’t exhibit even half of the original ability.”

That would be troublesome. Khan frowned, listening quietly to the lengthy explanation from the goddess.

It wasn’t like he could immediately find a weapon to use. Even if he were to ask this damned magic sword to imbibe the divinity, it seemed unlikely to comply.

Woong.

“… Then, what do you suggest?”

[There are two alternatives. Completely remove the divine and demonic powers residing in your heart. Then, there would be no issue in granting you the shard of divinity. But it seems you would not accept that.]

“You know well.”

[Then, the only option left is this.]

Take more power from the owner of the divinity. Accept the shard of divinity, but ensure it can achieve balance.

***

The silence was brief. As Elena said, there wasn’t much time to converse with the Goddess of Justice. But internally, there was a sense of relief that things had turned out this way. Being naturally led to request a different compensation, something they had desired from the beginning.

“Then, I’ll not take the shard of divinity. Instead, answer my question, with the value of the compensation you intended to bestow upon me.”

[If you’re fine with that. I’ll happily do so. But know that I can’t answer questions that exceed the agreed compensation.]

“That’s sufficient. What I wish to inquire isn’t much.”

Truth be told, if possible, he wanted to clarify all the doubts harbored in his mind.

Consider what Alpha had blabbered in the demonic realm.

The lengthy myths spread by the Pantheon Church across the world. Debunking those doctrines meant shaking the very foundation of the Pantheon Church, and potentially the empire itself. Perhaps it might even touch upon the truth related to his possession.

However, he couldn’t confirm this with the Goddess of Justice. Some secrets were dangerous, merely knowing them could threaten one’s life. For the time being, they had to remain a deep, unspoken thought. At least until he gained enough strength to face the entire Pantheon Church head-on and survive.

Therefore, this question needed to be as discreet as possible towards Khan’s goals.

“To gain a clue that can lead me closer to my objective.”

“I wish to know about a being who, in the distant past, invented the art of soul manipulation. If possible, I’d like to find a clue to trace his existence.”
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The carriage carrying Ron, Jan, and Elena left Ro-Elpellan. They were to pass through the eastern part of the kingdom, cross the Border White Range, and circumvent the land of warriors to reach the Empire. By now, the first act must have concluded, and with mages and clergymen sent to meet them from the Magic Tower and the Church, they shouldn’t face any significant dangers.

“What are you planning to do?”

“I’ve got to go back to the branch office. Until my arm fully heals, I’ll only be taking care of paperwork.”

“Expanding the business is going to keep you quite busy.”

“Extremely busy, yes. But it’s all for a good cause. Thanks to this, our influence in the North will only grow.”

Clash. Bang!

Kal Elson dodged a brutal downward slash and twisted his body around with a grimace. Khan’s pupils shone like a predator seizing an opportunity.

With his feet off the ground, a red magic sword rushed towards Kal Elson’s back in a straight trajectory. The superhuman strength and resilient body combined to execute a piercing strike that went straight through Kal Elson. But would the Swordmaster be called as such for no reason?

Khan’s thrust only penetrated through Kal Elson’s outer garment. Without even looking, he had precisely read the trajectory of the sword.

‘I knew it.’

They had crossed swords dozens of times. During those encounters, not once had he won against Kal Elson. He couldn’t have imagined being bested so easily and naturally had to predict what would follow an evasion.

Crack!

An ominous sound came from Khan’s wrist, which looked dislocated. However, Khan swung his sword as if he couldn’t feel any pain at all.

“This madman…!”

Overstepping the limits of human movement, Kal Elson voiced his astonishment at the bizarre attack. Even the irregular attack, transforming a pierce into a slash using his body, was merely a minor foul for the Swordmaster.

Before the slashing could properly begin, he pressed down on the blade of the magic sword with the tip of his own, blocking the attack. This feat required accurate anticipation of the force applied and the opponent’s swordsmanship.

“What on earth is your body made of? How does it get worse every time?”

Naturally, the outcome that followed was Khan’s defeat. His desperate counterattack failed, and he couldn’t prevent Kal Elson’s sword from aiming towards his neck.

“Well, a win is a win. What’s all the fuss about?”


“It defies all logic, that’s why…!”

In that case, it’s you who is more of an anomaly for winning. Khan just grinned, keeping his further thoughts to himself.

Following his right hand being incapacitated, Kal Elson immediately began his so-called rehabilitation, which involved sparring with Khan as witnessed. Khan, exerting minimal effort, engaged Kal Elson purely in swordsmanship.

Previously, he might have refused such a spar that ‘gave no experience points’. Nevertheless…

[Antares-style Mystic Swordsmanship (B) – 41%]

The skill proficiency of ‘Antares-style Mystic Swordsmanship’ had surged dramatically, thanks to the sparring sessions with the Swordsmaster Kal Elson. It was an unimaginable rate of improvement if one were to think about his gaming days…

‘Certainly different from the game.’

It wasn’t grinding like in the game; instead, skill proficiency soared greatly following enlightenment. Additionally, characters from the warrior class receiving training or fighting against a Swordmaster received bonus increases.

‘Probably, the current growth is due to a combination of real-life and game elements.’

“Anyway, that should be enough. You won’t be underestimated as a ‘crippled arm’ anywhere.”

“Weren’t you just going to handle paperwork?”

“Even so, there are moments when direct involvement is unavoidable in business. Plus, dealing with the nobles of the provisional committee you’ve named requires being in a state close to perfect.”

“That sounds extremely bothersome.”

“Are you aware that it’s mostly your fault…?”

Khan merely shrugged.

‘To be fair, I have shifted quite a few responsibilities onto him.’

For instance, he had long since delegated the excavation of Al-Rasdel’s wyvern corpse and distributing Khan’s share properly. He couldn’t just go to Al-Rasdel and waste time there, could he?

Then there’s coordinating with Lebron from the ‘White Crow Guild’ to collect various information and bringing in a ‘recommender’ to monitor and check on the integrity of the provisional committee…

“Hmm… But, aren’t your subordinates the ones doing most of the work?”

“You crazy man. Do you think they’re digging up the ground to eat?”


Despite his grumbling tone, Kal Elson likely didn’t truly feel irritated.

How could he, when both he and the mercenary guild had gained so much? One of the heroes who vanquished the demonic realm now proudly stood as the chief director. Who would dare to oppose the guild’s will in the North? Moreover, as this news spread throughout the kingdom, their influence was bound to grow even stronger.

“In the guild, my status will rise even further, of course.”

“Well, I’m counting on you.”

“Damn scoundrel.”

Grumbling until the end, Kal Elson departed to attend to his own tasks. Pashantu had long since left to seek out the next battlefield, so now they had all but departed….

“Aren’t you going anywhere?”

“Where might that be?”

“Everyone’s gone off to find their own tasks, and here you are still hanging around. What, did Kal Elson fire you or something?”

“Not at all.”

“Then what?”

Well, there remained only one person who had stuck by Khan’s side until now. This woman, who made a striking impression from their first meeting and somehow got entangled into coming along thus far.

Maya Eldred stated with a firm voice, “I quit on my own accord.”

“What?”

“I quit on my own accord.”

“No….”

Khan, with a baffled expression, asked again,

“Have you become envious of a swan’s life? Why quit a perfectly good job?”

“I want to become stronger.”

“What kind of crap….”


Khan stopped himself mid-sentence under Maya’s earnest gaze and asked sincerely,

“You quit the guild to follow me…? Why in the world?”

“Didn’t I tell you? I want to become stronger.”

“Exactly. I’m curious as to why someone who wants to become stronger would quit the mercenary guild to follow me.”

“Because one can only surpass oneself in extreme situations, just like you.”

It was then Khan realized where Maya’s decision had misguided roots.

‘She’s mistaken. She thinks I became strong because… I survived dangerous battles.’

In a way, it wasn’t completely incorrect. After all, one could continuously become stronger from experience gained with each battle, especially since entering the north, where they had faced life-threatening situations numerous times.

Each such experience led to acquiring a greater amount of experience points and, consequently, more skills. So, Maya’s misconception wasn’t entirely unfounded. However, there was an issue.

‘Unless you have a stats window like I do, there’s no reason to take such risks.’

“…….”

Looking solemnly at Maya gave rise to a sigh brimming to the edge.

‘How am I supposed to explain that.’

It was impossible to discuss anything related to the game system. Nor could he bluntly say that she couldn’t do it. After all, it was largely his fault she had made such a decision. If he hadn’t involved her in the first place…

“It’s going to be dangerous. You might end up losing your life in vain, without even facing a proper battle. You may encounter monsters like the wyvern we ran into countless times.”

“That’s what I hope for.”

“And yet, you might not get any stronger.”

“…Even so, that’s fine. It’s better than running away and regretting.”

This is madness.

For Khan, who sought strength to survive, he could hardly understand her willingness to face death in her quest for power. But he had no other choice.

There was nothing to do but accept it…

“Consider me a knight in your service, please do make yourself comfortable commanding me.”

“Damn it… do as you wish.”

As soon as permission was granted, Khan couldn’t help but feel a twinge of discomfort at the sight of her bright smile, furiously ruffling the back of his head in thought.

“However, if you become a nuisance, you’ll be left behind.”

“I won’t bear any grudges even if you abandon me.”

“Then, let’s go.”

Khan, cloaked in the significantly worn ‘Snow Mountain White Wolf’s Fur’, adjusted his attire and exited the annex’s training ground, heading off to an unknown destination. Maya’s face showed a hint of curiosity about their destination, but she quickly composed herself and obediently stayed by Khan’s side as if truly embodying the role of a knight.

‘Since I’m taking her along… I’ll have to make her as useful as possible.’

***

The wealth amassed by the Elpellan family, Hern explained, was enough to supply the entire North with grain for several years. This included arming private soldiers, with plenty of money to spare.

“It’s also thanks to arming the soldiers with magical devices produced by that suspicious group of mages.”

Creeeak.

Hern, who had taken upon the role of the party’s guide and now bore the title of emergency committee chairman, pushed open the old wooden door. Immediately, the distinct dank scent and damp air of the underground hit them – or, rather, it should have.

‘It doesn’t feel like it… Is it a spell?’

“To preserve items for a long time, there must have been considerable effort put in. One reason the Elpellan family’s head has been a mage for generations is due to this vault. Supposedly, it’s home to treasures of incredible value.”

“That’s exciting.”

“… But there’s no guarantee we’ll find it. We’re also unsure about everything contained within this place.”

In other words, finders, keepers.

It meant trusting one’s eye and luck to uncover true gems hidden in this vast warehouse…

But truly, discerning the origin or capability of a magic device just by its appearance was nearly impossible. Yet, Khan nodded in acknowledgment to Hern’s explanation.

“I’ll wait outside. Take your time and look around comfortably until you find what you need.”

Having no time limit was an enormous boon from Khan’s perspective. Hern judged it impossible to pick out the right items without relying on luck, so granting unlimited time seemed like an oversight. To put it bluntly, it was a grave mistake.

[Fairy Mage’s Wand]

[King of Durg’s Steel Tendon]

[Hardworking Dwarf’s Wrist Guard]

[Old Troll’s Leather Shoes]

[……]

Regrettably, items with information valuable enough to appear were not going to escape his sight.

***

The quality of the equipment lying dormant in the duke’s treasury was surprisingly decent. Of course, there were only a handful of items that were better than what was currently equipped. Nonetheless, he had to be content with selecting a few.

‘For now, I’ll be satisfied with these three.’

Adding two to his strength and a slight boost to his dexterity, the ‘Hardworking Dwarf’s Wrist Guard,’ and the ‘Old Troll’s Leather Shoes,’ which added one to strength at the cost of reducing intelligence by one.

The last was a massive double-bladed axe that was a heavy weapon.

The axe didn’t have additional stats like the others, but one feature completely captured Khan’s attention. It allowed for the instant adjustment of the weapon’s weight, perfectly suited for his style of overwhelming force over finesse.

“I’m not sure if it’s alright to accept these…”

“Just take them. I won’t ask for them back.”

Naturally, he also chose for Maya, who initially refused but began eagerly accepting once she broadly understood the level of equippment Khan was offering. Suddenly, she jittered in surprise, sending a worried glance towards Khan. What kind of ordeal was he preparing them for with such heavy armament?

“With this, crossing over there shouldn’t pose much of a problem.”

“Over there…?”

“The lawless city of Bates.”

Bates, located northwest of the Argon Kingdom, infamous for being a haven for all manner of criminals from across the continent, was indeed Khan’s next destination.

“We’ll be attending the black market held there.”
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“Hmmm… Rewriting this seems impossible.”

“Is there really no way?”

“I’m not a dwarf, and aren’t you expecting too much from someone who handles a sword?”

“There’s nothing we can do about it.”

The young merchant sighed as he surveyed the surroundings.

“It would take ages to walk to Bates from here…”

Having crossed the northern border of the Argon Kingdom and entered the Potsral mountains, a week had already passed. They had traversed a third of the mountains, and turning back now would be too difficult. But moving forward was also not an option since the wheel of the wagon had completely come off.

“Let’s abandon the luggage. If we want to get out alive, even just carrying the food will be tough enough.”

“What? That’s practically telling me to die. Do you know how much all that stuff costs?”

“It won’t be worth more than your life. The Potsral mountains isn’t some hill behind your house; it’s not a place you can cross with a broken wagon.”

“Can’t we somehow manage to take the luggage with us?”

The young merchant’s words made the hired mercenary let out a deep sigh.

‘Is it because he’s inexperienced or does he lack common sense?’

The rookie in front of him, Eto, was someone mysterious keeping the trade operation afloat.

Initially, he assumed Eto was just a rich kid, but seeing him struggle to succeed in his trading expedition to Bates, it seemed that wasn’t the case. Perhaps he was hoping to make a big score with some money he had somehow acquired.

‘Damn it. No matter what, we’ve come this far, it would be a waste not to see it through.’

Their trading expedition in the Argon Kingdom had been disrupted by the rebellion led by the Duke of Elpellan. Agreeing to the absurd proposal of crossing the Potsral mountains to sell goods in Bates was only because of the payment involved. What other choice was there? It was a significant amount of money, after all.

“Sigh… In that case, pick only the most valuable items to take with us. Together with your workers and the other guards, excluding me, carrying them should be manageable. However, we’ll need to draw up a new contract. Since there have been unforeseen changes, it’s only natural.”

“That’s fine. I’ll pay double what we initially agreed on. If we can safely make it to Bates, paying even more won’t be a problem.”


“If that’s the case, then.”

“Thank you, truly. Without you, we couldn’t have continued the expedition this far.”

“Stop with the flattery… I’m doing this for the money, so spare me the nonsense. I have to make sure to collect what I’m owed.”

The mercenary, with his roughly-cut hair, walked over to the other guards.

“Should we start leaving some of this behind…?”

“And how do you plan to get out of the Potsral mountains then…?”

Despite hearing dangerously ominous words, he forced a smile, pretending not to hear them.

“Hey, listen up! I’ve managed to negotiate triple the fee!”

Though it was actually double. How could he stick to the original amount after overhearing that dangerous chatter? These scoundrels, always looking for the first chance to betray…

“Triple? Is that true?”

“Would I lie?”

“Does he even have that kind of money? If he backs out later…”

“We’ll have more than enough once we sell all our goods in Bates. And…”

If we’re going to fleece him, we can wait until then. As he whispered with a lowered voice, the other mercenaries chuckled. Their intentions were transparent.

‘Fools.’

They were probably deliberating what to do with money they hadn’t yet secured.

“Then it’s decided. First, we start by dividing up the luggage. Think of it all as our money and handle with care. Got it?”

“Of course!”

Watching the mercenaries joke around as they approached the laborers to organize the goods, he felt a sense of unease.

Pavel, the mercenary who had persuaded the other guards, was on the verge of being promoted to a silver badge. Promotion within the Mercenary Guild, which required passing through rigorous assessments, was nearing for him based on his past achievements and mission success rate—an associate from the guild had hinted as much.


In other words, successfully completing this mission would mean shedding his bronze badge to stand proudly as a silver-badge mercenary.

‘Damn it. I have to make this work.’

He had no aspirations for the guild-issued golden badge. Becoming a silver-badge mercenary was enough to change how others treated him instantly. Not only would the average fee for commissions increase, but he would also gain access to lucrative assignments provided by the guild—sufficient reasons to strive for promotion.

While most mercenaries outside the empire didn’t care about ranks, Pavel, who planned to work within the empire soon, felt differently. It is an empire, no less.

When compared to other nations, the difference is said to be as vast as between heaven and earth—an empire.

“In the empire, it’s not rare to encounter a Gold Badge, and even the mercenaries one commonly encounters are of Silver Badge caliber. And those above Gold Badge….”

Of course, he did not even dare to hope for that. The level above Gold Badge is said to be reserved for superhumans who wouldn’t be out of place belonging to some noble family. Among them, there are even a few who have left their names in history.

For someone like me, silver Badge is the limit. If I’m incredibly lucky, maybe I could just manage a Gold Badge. But even that would be enough.

“A man, after all, should play in the big waters. Yes.”

Therefore, this trade expedition must succeed at all costs. Pavel reaffirmed his determination, carefully placing the goods prepared by the laborers into a leather knapsack.

“Pavel. Should we start heading out?”

“Let’s do that.”

“It wouldn’t be strange for the Greenskins to show up by now. I’d like to at least make it halfway.”

“If we keep walking without rest until sunset, it should be enough.”

Nodding at Pavel’s words, Eto distributed the food among the workers and guards. It was not enough to feel full, but it staved off hunger for a while, causing grumbles of complaint here and there.

“Eating too much will only make walking harder. Eat just enough for now. We’ll distribute the meat we brought from Renford Kingdom so you can eat as we go.”

However, Eto’s follow-up quickly quelled the complaints. Pavel was impressed with Eto’s adept handling of the situation, quite unlike his usual bumbling self.

“Clearly, there’s something to be said for having learned something.”

“Let’s go then.”

With that, Eto, who had also secured his knapsack, signaled the start of the march.


Thud- Thud-

It was a march planned to last at least until nightfall. The workers, the mercenaries, even Pavel himself, saved their energy for speaking by keeping their mouths shut tight.

“Ha. Isn’t the Potsral mountains quite scenic? There was a mountain like this in my hometown too. Makes me feel somewhat nostalgic. Ah, mercenaries wander around a lot too, don’t you occasionally feel nostalgic? Oh, speaking of which, I’ve heard that the Greenskins coming down from the Land of Warriors are incredibly fierce. Warriors that fight to the end even when stabbed at vital spots! Not now, but I’d love to see them someday.”

Even amidst this, Eto went on rambling cheerfully to himself as everyone rolled their eyes at him. Could it be he has too much energy to spare? How can such a pampered young master be so lively? If he’s the first to collapse later, what will we do-.

As everyone had similar thoughts about Eto, Pavel pricked up his ears, not towards Eto’s endless chatter, but something else.

‘Is it my imagination…?’

While letting Eto’s ramblings go in one ear and out the other, Pavel focused on the sounds around him and frowned.

At first, he thought it might have been a scream. There are quite a few wild animals in the Potsral mountains. If those animals were fighting and got hurt, it’s not really something to be alarmed about. But the scream seemed too deep to be that of an animal. Could there be a large creature nearby…?

“Woah…!”

“Fuck, you scared me!”

“What was that sound? Is there a bear or something?”

“If it’s a bear… should we be running?”

“We have guards, don’t we? All this fuss over a mere beast.”

But then, the faint sound Pavel had heard echoed from a much closer distance. The startled workers chattered among themselves, and the mercenaries grimaced, suspecting some nuisance was afoot.

“Pavel. Do you know what that sound was?”

“…. Hmm. Roughly.”

“Is it really a bear? It sounded quite large from the noise alone…”

“Hopefully. If it were just a bear, that would be a relief. Tell the workers to prepare themselves just in case.”

So, we’re going to encounter it after all. Pavel heaved a deep sigh and handed his knapsack to Eto.

“The Greenskins have appeared.”

“Why did it have to be now…?”

Just as they had not yet fully crossed the Potsral Mountains, the situation was dire enough with a carriage wheel coming off. But then to hear rumors of Greenskins lurking nearby made it difficult to keep calm.

Moreover, the Greenskins appearing in the Potsral Mountains were somewhat different from the usual kind. The Land of Warriors—a place ruled by the green-skinned warriors themselves. It was said that those Greenskins who were left behind during their migration southward sometimes ended up forming groups within the mountains. To those unfamiliar, it might seem like a trivial matter to fear a bunch of stragglers, but…

“Even those ostracized from the Land of Warriors, a single Greenskin could take down three or four men.”

That alone was enough to consider the appearance of even one a disaster.

Currently, the convoy’s strength consisted of only seven contracted mercenaries. The workers could wield spears and swords, but their combat effectiveness was limited. They might stand a chance against humans, but their unskilled blade work would hardly scratch a Greenskin’s hide.

“People said we wouldn’t encounter them up close if they were busy fighting among themselves deep within the Potsral Mountains….”

But hearing noises this close meant an encounter wouldn’t be surprising. Thus, he had ordered the workers to quickly increase their distance.

Of course, with the horses that pulled the carriages still alive, escaping alone wouldn’t be too difficult. The problem was, surviving that way would render the journey—everything he had invested in this trade mission—a meaningless failure.

“Now, it really seems like I won’t be granted even the slightest chance.”

Eto resolved himself to return successful, nodding to himself.

“UOOOOOOOOOH──!!”

However, that determination broke upon the roar that erupted nearby.

Screams filled the air. The workers, who had sworn to guard their cargo as if it were their lives, threw everything aside and ran in terror. The mercenaries hired for protection hesitated and then began to retreat as if they were about to flee.

Despite this, Eto found himself unable to protest.

Who could blame them?

“A monster…!”

A creature at least twice the size of an average human, with limbs as large as a human torso, sharp fangs jutting out of its mouth, and eyes that seemed to glare with hostility, clutching a giant sword carved from the bone of a massive beast.

“Rrrrrr!”

What was more astounding was the fact that this monster had emerged from the steep slopes below. The notion of climbing with such a massive body and heavy sword indicated an extraordinary mastery of physical strength, something even Eto recognized.

“A Greenskin warrior…!”

Yes, it was a Greenskin warrior banished from the Land of Warriors. Moreover, it wasn’t an Orc but a Troll.

“Damn it! Run─!”

The mercenaries were the first to turn their backs. Recognizing the peril of the Troll warrior, they sprinted in the opposite direction, not even hesitating.

As Eto tried to urge them to fight, he quickly realized the futility and despaired.

To fight? Could they really kill this monster with just a few contracted mercenaries? He answered his own question: impossible.

Pavel, having grabbed Eto by the nape, dashed towards the horses used for the carriages, driven by the instinctive calculation that saving his employer would minimize the disadvantages in any evaluation. Eto, dazed, followed Pavel’s lead but suddenly looked back towards where the Troll had appeared.

“What are you doing! Just run forward!”

“Wait a sec!”

Pavel, with a forceful hand, attempted to turn Eto’s head away, but Eto couldn’t take his eyes off the Troll warrior.

“Over there… Isn’t something sticking out of its head?”

“Sticking out, my ass…! You mean horns on its head… Holy, it’s true!”

Startled, Pavel involuntarily stopped and scrutinized the Troll. Upon closer inspection, since showing itself, the creature hadn’t made any significant move. Far from chasing the escaping mercenaries and workers, it had frozen as if dead-.

“Gurk….”

Thud.

“What the hell….”

While Pavel was unable to comprehend and flustered by the situation, Eto, half-released from Pavel’s grip, slowly approached the Troll.

“Hey. What are you doing! Hey!”

Ignoring the voices trying to hold him back, Eto swallowed hard and moved closer to the Troll lying face-down. What came into view for Eto, as he drew nearer, was a red sword thoroughly piercing through the back of the Troll’s head.
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“Ugh…! It won’t come out. Pavel! Come over here and help me pull this thing out!”

“Are you, seriously dead?!”

“I told you so! Come and try pulling this sword out!”

Despite being half in doubt, upon Pavel’s delayed approach, seeing the troll not even twitching, he finally grabbed the handle of the sword that was embedded in the troll’s back of the head with both hands.

“Urrgh!”

Despite gripping it tightly enough to make the veins in his neck stand out, the sword lodged in the troll’s head merely twitched slightly. Even with Pavel’s strength, which he had honed as an ambitious mercenary, the sword could not be removed. It was as if the troll’s muscles were clinging tightly, refusing to let go.

‘Could it be…?’

He had heard about it somewhere.

Troll’s regeneration ability was such that even when pierced, they could heal around the wound, causing the sword to become completely stuck if not pulled out promptly.

What’s strange is, for a troll pierced through the heart and with a sword stuck in its head to die during regeneration, could only explain this phenomenon.

“That’s odd…”

The usual way to kill a troll was either to completely sever the head from the body or to instantly kill them with overwhelming firepower that surpasses their regeneration ability.

Either option was practically impossible for ordinary mercenaries. Only knights of the Empire, swordsmen, or magicians from the Magic Tower could somewhat mimic this by using high-quality magical tools.

“It seems like someone stabbed the heart first and then shoved a sword into the back of the head and killed it…”

“That’s what it looks like to me as well.”

“That’s what’s strange. This doesn’t usually kill a troll. Especially those from the land of warriors are even more tenacious than your average troll…”

As the questions deepened, Pavel suddenly thought of the individual who could have caused this improbable situation. And the initial mistaking of the troll’s roar for a scream as well.

‘Did the troll, run away trying to avoid the owner of this sword?’

The moment he thought that far, Pavel instinctively stepped back in alarm.


Nearby, if the troll had decided to run away with the sword stuck in its back-of-the-head situation, then their owner must naturally have pursued the troll to retrieve their sword.

Wooong!

“Damn it!”

Just then, the red sword stuck in the troll’s back-of-the-head vibrated on its own. Startled by the phenomenon, Pavel tripped over his feet and fell, while Eto’s eyes sparkled with curiosity at that moment.

Above their heads, a massive shadow loomed.

“Who are you?”

Upon hearing that voice, they involuntarily looked up, drawn as if by a magnet.

“Touching someone else’s sword like that. Are you thieves?”

A barbarian, though smaller than the troll but big enough to compare with an average orc, had entered.

“A, a barbarian…?!”

Pavel gasped in shock at the appearance of a barbarian, a race only heard of in rumors.

Given the situation, it was clear that this barbarian was the very person who killed the troll. But to think it was a barbarian of all things. In some ways, weren’t they as dangerous as the greenskins…?

“A, a warrior from the Spine of the World. Are you truly a barbarian warrior from there?”

“Can’t you see?”

“I, I can see. But I heard barbarian warriors are not fluent in our language. Yet, you speak so fluently…”

“There might be barbarian who speak well. Move aside.”

Ahh!

Eto got pushed aside by the brusque barbarian, ending up beside Pavel, who had fallen flat on his back. The barbarian were said to be uncivilized and dangerous if approached recklessly…. Eto internally confirmed the truth of these rumors as his eyes widened in astonishment.

“Planning to pull out that sword? If that’s the case, I can assign more people to it. Earlier, no matter how hard I tried, it just wouldn’t budge….”

Swoosh.


It’s pulled out? Eto and Pavel’s reactions were identical, as if on cue.

How could it be otherwise, considering even Pavel, who was not weak by any means, couldn’t make it budge despite his full strength. The barbarian lightly tugged at it with one hand and it came out so easily.

“It stinks. What’s a creature without a nose complaining about?”

Grrrrrr!

“So noisy…. Stay quiet before I tuck you into my pocket.”

Grrrrrr.

However, the barbarian’s remarkable actions were far from over. Suddenly, he began speaking into thin air like a madman.

No, seeing his gaze directed at the red sword, it seemed as if he was conversing with the sword. Either way, he didn’t seem sane.

“Th-Thank you. I could have suffered greatly at the hands of a troll….”

“I didn’t do anything worth your thanks.”

“We wouldn’t have been able to defeat the troll with our strength alone. Thanks to you, we’re alive, aren’t we?”

“If that guy hadn’t run away after taking a hit from me, we wouldn’t have encountered each other in the first place.”

“Ha. Is that so? Well, if fleeing led to our meeting, it implies we might have coincidentally bumped into each other while wandering around. Allow me the courtesy of saying thanks.”

“What a simpleton.”

The barbarian heard Eto’s words of gratitude with an indifferent tone, then cast his gaze behind him.

“So. Are you a merchant? You seem to have quite a number of people with you…. What happened to your carriage?”

“Ah, well, you see….”

Eto briefly explained his situation.

Originally, he had gone on a business trip to the northern part of the Argon Kingdom, which was suffering from a resource shortage within the Renford Kingdom, but due to a rebellion, plans fell through. Instead, he decided to cross the Potsral Mountains and sell goods in Bates, only for his carriage to break down.

“Luck’s not on your side.”


“Being alive is what matters. In any case, all the workers are alive, that’s what matters. The goods too….”

Eto laughed as he looked back at the workers, who had stopped dead in their tracks in awkward positions while they fled.

“Though it was thrown on the ground, nothing was lost.”

“What goods are you selling?”

“Ah, interested? I can give you a good deal, given you just saved our lives.”

“Let’s see the goods first.”

“Hey! Don’t just stand there, come show our guest what we have!”

The workers, looking embarrassed, hurriedly gathered their wares and brought a portion of their packs to lay out before the barbarian. When the barbarian showed deep interest in the contents, Eto explained with a pleased expression.

“How is it? The quality is undoubtedly premium. They are selected items that only a few merchant guilds in the Renford Kingdom can trade in.”

As if sharing a secret with those around him, Eto whispered grandly, though the goods indeed justified such a presentation.

“Spices?”

“Ha! Indeed. Especially chosen for their ability to extend the shelf life of ingredients and stimulate appetite with their unique aroma. The northern part of the Argon Kingdom doesn’t usually consume meat unless it’s well-preserved, right?”

“They’ll sell well in Bates. A lot of people go from place to place.”

“Oh? You seem to have a decent eye for things. That’s why I chose Bates as my second option. Plus, proper spices are rare over there. If I could sell them, the price could jump to several times more than in the northern Argon.”

Eto, who had been excitedly chattering, suddenly collected himself with a realization.

“Oh dear, I’ve been rambling too much in front of a guest. So, what do you think? Interested?”

“I’ll buy it.”

“Great! Then the price is…”

“However, I’ll make the payment elsewhere. I’ve passed my purse to my subordinate. Since we need to pass by Bates anyway, there’s no need to turn back.”

“Fine! Then, let’s quickly prepare.”

*

*

*

‘Is this guy really a merchant?’

Khan glanced sideways at the young merchant named Eto, wondering inwardly. He didn’t quite look the part.

Displaying precious spices so openly in front of a barbarian who had slain a troll warrior wasn’t something one would do under normal circumstances.

‘Normally, one would worry about being looted first.’

Yet, this guy, seemingly thrilled about something, followed Khan around like a puppy wagging its tail. Meanwhile, Pavel, the hired mercenary guard, still hadn’t let down his vigilant gaze…

“Hmm. But you seem quite familiar with the Renford Kingdom’s language. Where did you learn it?”

“Briefly in the past.”

“I see. Well, it’s a large enough domain outside the empire. Learning it wouldn’t hurt. But what brings you to the Potsral Mountains…”

“I was on my way to Bates.”

“Oh! This feels like fate. The warrior who saved my life is heading in the same direction. Don’t tell me, did you also start from Renford like me?”

This guy, why does he talk so much?

Khan, internally drained by his chatter that made one think of someone with a foolish face, answered curtly.

“Argon.”

“Argon, you say…? Did you come passing through the north of Argon by any chance?”

“That’s right.”

“Oh, wow. That place is in such chaos right now! Do you know anything about what’s happening there? Like, how the rebellion is going…”

“The rebellion has ended. Completely.”

“Is that true?”

Eto asked, taken aback and curious, bombarding with questions while Khan waved his hand dismissively, signaling to ask later.

“We’ve arrived.”

“Eh? Already?”

Eto responded with surprise, looking around.

Not far from where they encountered the troll, the spot where Khan’s group was supposed to be waiting was devoid of any human presence. Only the dense forests of the Potsral Mountains, as could be seen anywhere around, filled the view…

“Have you arrived?”

Just then, a woman emerged from between the trees, bowing her head.

Her tone was polite, as if attending to her master. However, her entire body was soaked as if bathed in blood, and pieces of some creature’s flesh clung to her hands.

“What happened? Why do you look like that?”

“I had to deal with some trolls…”

“Ah, right. Well done.”

“Yes.”

The exchange of words passed so swiftly that there was a delayed reaction. Eto widened his eyes upon realizing that besides the troll they had encountered, there were other trolls inside.

“Surely, you didn’t. How many trolls did you kill?”

“Well, I didn’t count them all.”

“Four. Including the one that fled, that makes five.”

“Five? Are you telling me the two of you killed five troll champions?”

It was Pavel who had kept his mouth shut during their journey.

“That’s unbelievable…”

“Maya. Pull out the purse. There are things to buy.”

“Yes.”

The barbarian and the spear-wielding woman, the actual parties involved, did not even react to Pavel’s skepticism. As if it was so obvious, it wasn’t even worth responding to.

Regardless of Pavel’s suspicious gaze, Eto and Khan completed their transactions, exchanging gold and spices. Even though he had handed over goods that would fetch many times their value in Bates, Eto seemed perfectly content, showing no sign of regret.

‘This guy, what a sucker.’

Khan couldn’t help but silently laugh, realizing that Eto’s expression of satisfaction wasn’t an act but genuine.

Is this nobleman’s son doing business as a hobby? But the goods are too premium for that – Moreover, the Renford Kingdom is an important area that even appears in the main quest. The massive trading company based there has enormous financial power, enough to influence the empire, making it a target coveted by the elves of paradise. This led to conflicts that escalated into main quests.

‘Now that I think about it, one of the primary goods they dealt with was top-grade spices…’

Just like the item Eto had handed over to Khan.

Khan’s gaze naturally drifted towards the spices he had purchased from Eto. Those spices are one of the main sources of income for that trading company, and it was known through quests that the state secretly regulates the uncontrolled exportation of them. But how on earth did this guy…

“What’s the matter?”

As if snapping him out of his thoughts, Eto spoke with a teasing smile, prompting Khan to shake his head.

‘Such a sucker can’t possibly be related to that trading company.’

It was hard to believe that someone they had just encountered on their way to the destination could be connected to a force involved in the main quest. It seemed more plausible to believe in a benevolent and kind elf encountered by chance.

‘No, maybe not…’

However, one thing was certain. His misfortune detector, honed by facing the worst situations, was sounding the alarm.

‘Getting involved with this guy spells trouble.’

They had bought everything they needed and had no further business there.

“Well then, I’ll be off…”

“Ah. You’re going to Bates, right? I was just wondering, are you also after the legendary artifact rumored to be up for auction in the black market?”

“Artifact?”

“Yes, the artifact. Didn’t you know? There’s a rumor that an artifact containing the power to manipulate space will be up for auction…”

“I’m aware of it.”

‘In the game, it’s the artifact stolen by demon worshippers.’

The demon worshippers who stole the artifact later make a contract with a demon to become a named boss blocking the player’s way. Khan knew this information thanks to the boasting story of success the named boss had shared.

He hadn’t been sure of the exact timing, but with auction information obtained through the White Crow’s Raven, Khan knew it was now.

‘Naturally, the demon worshippers would be on the move too.’

Regrettably for that named boss, Khan was determined to acquire the artifact from the black market. Because-

‘It was created by the being who devised the Soul Altar of Alpha.’
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Sorceress Mortalia.

In the game, the items often referred to as the “Mortalia Series” were associated with an ancient mage who was none other than Mortalia herself.

Each item was a must-have for any player nurturing a mage class, some even considered as ultimate items. Mortalia held significant importance within the lore of the Midland Quest, her creations coveted by many.

Moreover, she wasn’t just any powerful mage but a dark mage.

In the contemporary era, her knowledge and artifacts were deemed incomprehensible, leaving a legacy that transcended the realms of magic and embraced all sorts of mystical arts, such as the blood magic used by Draupnir, for instance.

『As for the being that crafted these mysteries, there’s not much I can tell you. Your achievements are indeed remarkable, but not sufficient to earn this knowledge. However, I can share her name. What you discover based on that name will be up to you.』

The name Mortalia was the answer to a question asked to the Goddess of Justice as payment for a request, revealing the intriguing identity of the creator of soul manipulation magic.

『Young great warrior of the Warrior God, I do not know why you seek this entity, nor do I intend to interfere. Just remember, forbidden knowledge always has its reasons. If you value your life, refrain from digging too deep.』

Despite the ominous warning, Khan disregarded it as worthless.

The notion by Alpha, that nothing but void exists beyond Midland, negated Khan’s slender clues entirely. A grand magus, after peeking outside the dimensions, confidently stated that beyond it, there was nothing but void, not even the ancient gods.

Although not fully convinced, this made Khan reconsider his approach and strategies.

‘Step by step, from the beginning.’

The inception was ‘the being who invented the art of soul manipulation,’ which was indeed Mortalia. Some speculated her true nature to be that of a dragon, such is the mystery surrounding her existence…

‘There’s hardly any information about her in the game. Only that she’s an ancient being who has reached the transcendent state and… that the magic used by the Mage Tower to manipulate space originated from Mortalia.’

That alone was reason enough to investigate.

Not just any entity capable of meddling with space through magic, but a transcendent being versed in the art of soul manipulation could undoubtedly shed light on the secrets of his possession.

Maybe, there might even be a direct correlation.

‘Let’s not get too entangled in this enigmatic game system. Focus solely on the definite phenomena of dimensional travel and possession.’

His first step towards unraveling these mysteries led him to the artifacts in the black market. Eto dismissed it as mere rumors, instantly debunking his statement, but Khan knew better.


The artifacts going up for auction were a certainty, spread by the operators of the black market themselves. It was a form of advertising.

‘We have precious items for sale, would you really not show up?’

That was the message. Indeed, wealthy enthusiasts and mages from across the continent were bound to flock to it.

‘The competition will be fierce. The prices are going to soar.’

Khan estimated the money he had at his disposal and sighed, shaking his head.

By general standards, he too could be considered wealthy. His earnings from previous tasks were substantial, not to mention the gold given by Hern in lieu of the royal reward before leaving the North, and the cheque from the Mage Tower in exchange for the magical tools and research notes left by the puppeteer and Ashes.

‘Yet, it’s still far from enough.’

Even so, competing with the continent’s magnates was out of his league. His only advantage was monopolizing the information that the artifact belonged to Mortalia.

Given the artifact’s value remained undisclosed, competing wasn’t entirely hopeless. However, there’s always a gambler willing to stake everything on their luck.

And if such a reckless individual won the artifact…”

I suppose we’ll need to have a proper one-on-one conversation then.”

“Huh? What do you mean all of a sudden…?”

“I’m talking about this whole situation. Anyways.”

Walking side by side with Eto, Khan glanced at him, seeming surprised.

“I can’t believe you made it all this way on foot, and even carrying luggage at that.”

“Haha… Well, I’ve always been told that if you’re going to be a merchant, you might not need to know how to fight, but you better have the stamina to run away.”

“Whoever said that is quite wise.”

“That’s true…”

Eto’s ambiguous agreement was intriguing, but Khan decided not to pry further. He had initially been reluctant to get involved with him anyway.

‘It doesn’t really matter now that we’ve come this far together, I suppose.’


Eto had eagerly proposed a request as soon as Khan showed interest in the black market, asking for escort across the Potsral Mountains to Bates to safely sell his goods. Khan had reluctantly accepted. And now, they were nearly past the Potsral Mountains, with Bates in sight.

Despite vowing not to get involved, they ended up traveling together to their destination.

‘It couldn’t be helped.’

After all, Khan was in need of money for the auction, and the reward was too generous to refuse. Above all.

‘If you’re thinking of participating in the auction, let me lend you a hand. How does that sound?’

Being granted permission to participate in the black market auction—something inaccessible to most due to their status—was a reward in itself and, caught off guard, Khan had found himself nodding in agreement. Despite the risks of associating with this ominous fellow, the reward was undeniably valuable.

Khan, gathering his thoughts, gazed deeply towards the now-visible city of Bates.

‘It’s been a while.’

Bates was so lacking in defenses that to call it a city seemed a misnomer. Even small villages tended to erect wooden barricades against outsiders, yet despite its size, bates had not a wall or fence to speak of.

No wonder it was known as a lawless city.

“It’s fascinating. How does a place like this come to exist and maintain itself…?”

“Necessity.”

“Necessity?”

“From petty thieves to those who’ve assaulted or killed, to merchants dealing in shady activities who can’t operate openly, to mages needing illegal experimental subjects easily, to the powerful wanting to exercise their strength without scrutiny. Bates is a gathering place for their needs.”

“Indeed, you’re smarter than average, enough to make the rumors of barbarian seem entirely false.”

Khan let Eto’s flattery go in one ear and out the other as they entered Bates. In a city without walls, there were no guards to be found. Entering without any inspection, Khan was met with the usual attention that suddenly sprang up around the appearance of a barbarian.

“Since this was an unplanned stop, we don’t have a specific buyer for our goods. We should probably just try selling around here.”

“Why so?”

“The deeper you go, the harder it is to get paid.”

“Um…”


Eto did not bother to ask for the reason and simply nodded his head.

He roughly understood why it was difficult to get paid. Given the nature of this city, a dumping ground for all sorts of criminals, one could guess the kind of people who were the oldest trash living at its heart.

“If it’s not urgent, never stray from the outskirts. At least there are some rules here.”

“Rules?”

“If you’re not looking to settle things once and for all, don’t even touch it.”

Eto’s eyes widened in surprise, finally realizing the nature of the situation he had stepped into. Not to start trouble meant exactly that; if you did, it would only end once everything was settled – implying that every incident in Bates usually ended in someone’s death, or worse.

“But, if I need to enter the black market, don’t I have to go to the center of the city?”

“It’ll be fine then. Because I’ll be with you.”

“Ah! Certainly, you are a great warrior, surpassing even a troll fighter. And seeing how well you know the rules here, you seem to have been in this area before?”

“I stayed here for a while in the past.”

“Then, you must know people in the city? If they are acquaintances of a great warrior like yourself, they must be exceptional as well!”

“I do, but I can’t introduce you.”

“Why so?”

Khan didn’t immediately respond, but after a silent stare, he bluntly said,

“Because the dead can’t buy goods.”

“Eh…?”

Eto, failing to grasp the meaning in time, asked with a puzzled face, and Khan explained the obvious fact in a melancholy tone, “They’re all dead.”

Who killed them? The question reached his throat, but Eto managed to hold it back with a desperate patience.

“Ha-ha-ha…! What a pity. Then, to set up shop, even temporarily, we’ll need to find a booth…”

He quickly changed the subject, and indeed, they found an unattended booth nearby. Startled.

A worker, while wiping down the booth to place goods on it, discovered bloodstains on the lower part and screamed in terror. Anyway, eto finished preparing for his business smoothly and called out with a proud face, “Come take a look at the spices brought in from the Renford Kingdom!”

His unfamiliar attempt at attracting customers was a bit awkward, but fortunately, due to the reputation of the goods, customers quickly flocked to him. There were some who balked at the high prices and spat in disdain, or shifty individuals who tried to steal, but it wasn’t a big problem.

That was because, with one punch that could send a person flying as if they had been hit by a carriage, a barbarian stood by, his eyes wide open, effectively deterring troublemakers.

Moreover, those who had gathered to attend the auction occasionally showed interest. These were the sort of people who wouldn’t hesitate to generously part with a few gold coins.

In Baits, where hardly anyone was engaged in productive work, most resources had to be imported. People were often willing to pay several times more than the outside price. This was especially true for high-quality spices, which were strictly managed even in the Renford Kingdom.

“Give me as much as you have. I’ll pay whatever it costs.”

“No, I’ll buy at a higher price. Just sell them all to me! Please!”

“Shut up! I said I would buy them first!”

“The person who offers more buys it. Who cares about the order?”

“Damn it! Are you looking for trouble?”

“Motherf***er…!”

Of course, there were occasionally customers who, after arguing over who would buy the goods, would turn to drawing blades on each other…

“Just wait and sell to the one who wins.”

“Uh, is that really okay?”

Looking only at the results, the trade expedition was undoubtedly a success.

The profits exceeded the initial expectations by several, no, more than tenfold. After paying the additional wages promised to Pavel and the workers, and settling the hefty sum of gold promised to Khan, eto’s earnings far surpassed any previous income.

‘Phew, with this, even he will have to acknowledge me…’

Eto indulged in a joyful fantasy, a frivolous smile spreading across his face.

However, that smile didn’t last long.

“Make way─!”

“You bastards! If you block the way, you all are getting stabbed!”

Suddenly, a group of swordsmen appeared, scattering the crowd by force. What was more astonishing was that the unruly crowd of criminals dispersed without a word of protest.

‘Who on earth are they?’

The answer to his spontaneous question came from the mouths of people quickly moving away.

“They are residents from the central district…”

Eto stepped back with a fearful expression.

It wasn’t the surprise visit of such a feared entity that shocked him.

‘Is he, smiling?’

The barbarian, who always maintained a grim expression, was now broadly smiling upon seeing the residents from the central district.

“Weren’t they all supposed to be dead by now?”

As if he had discovered an amusing toy, he smiled purely.
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Chapter 103. Lawless City (4)

In any place where people gather to form a community, a hierarchy naturally establishes itself.

Even Bates, which prides itself on being ‘lawless’, was no exception. Those at the very top tier of the city, for the most part, had their residences in the central district. It was as if they were declaring their status far above the rabble of the outskirts.

And indeed, this wasn’t entirely incorrect.

‘Notorious villains renowned even across the continent. Merchants who amassed fortunes through businesses shunned by the church. Magicians who reached lofty heights through forbidden experiments. Only the strongest, obsessed with fulfilling their desires through their own efforts, could reside in the central district.’

A middle-aged man who appeared in the outskirts was no exception.

‘I, too, am part of them.’

Looking at the riff-raff fleeing from him with a satisfied smile, the middle-aged man seemed to take great pride in living in Bates’ central district. He had arrived at his intended destination.

“Hmm. I heard they sell premium spices from the Renford Kingdom here. Is that correct?”

“Ye-yes, that’s right….”

The young merchant stammered as if he lost his wits at the man’s arrival, which brought even more satisfaction to the middle-aged man, who smiled warmly.

‘This is it. All the hardships, all the struggles were for this.’

Outside of Bates, he might be treated like refuse, but here, he reigned as a king, a symbol of fear in the city. Even merchants from the outside showed him reverence. How could he not feel proud?

The scars on his face, a testament to his past struggles, twisted grotesquely as he smiled.

“Give me the same price as what others paid. And hand over all the remaining goods.”

“I’m sorry, but we’ve almost sold out. There isn’t much left.”

The smile vanished from the middle-aged man’s face. Perhaps this wasn’t the answer he was expecting.

“However, we do have some top-quality goods left, the very best. If that’s alright with you…”

“Huh. Why didn’t you start with that?”

Top-quality goods! He meant that he reserved the real treasures just for him. The corners of the middle-aged man’s mouth stretched to his ears. Every time he received such special treatment, it was as though he felt an immense happiness.


“Pay up. Generously and with utmost respect.”

Class comes from leisure, and leisure is often shown through wealth. The middle-aged man had his men lay down an amount of gold coins on the stand that was double the merchant’s asking price. Despite the merchant’s attempts to refuse, shaking his hands in denial, the middle-aged man insisted with a genial smile.

‘Even the nobles of the continent aren’t as generous as I am. Indeed, I might well be a true born ruler…’

“How’s life treating you? Baldy.”

A derisive voice pierced the middle-aged man’s ears. It was puzzling why he only noticed the man of immense stature belatedly. His gaze began to quiver uncontrollably. Sweat broke out from his bare scalp, and his body, which had been relaxed, now visibly tensed, his fists shaking.

“What? What did this piece of trash just say…!”

“Enough.”

“Barbarians are known for their rudeness, today I’ll show you how it feels.”

Thwack!

“I said enough!”

Panting heavily, the middle-aged man caught his breath. Known to toy with even the Golden Mercenaries, it was impossible that he could be exhausted just by throwing a punch. The pressure had twisted his breathing.

“Why is that bastard here…!”

He had thought he would never encounter him for the rest of his life. Rather, he had hoped for it, but his brain went blank as the worst character appeared before him.

And a pure question rose in him. After all that crazy mess, he dared to return to Bates proudly? Has he lost his mind…? Although he knew that guy was never sane to begin with, he hadn’t expected this extent.

“Long time no see. Not even greeting me, huh? This is why time is feared. Seems like I need to help you remember the old days a bit…”

“Cough! It’s just that I was so surprised to see a familiar face. Nice to see you! Really nice!”

The startled middle-aged man tried to hug Khan with his arms wide open, but as Khan’s eyebrows sharply narrowed, he hesitated and awkwardly changed the subject.

“Anyway, what brings you to Bates? Don’t tell me… it’s not what I think, is it?”

“It’s not something to discuss in such an open space. Is there somewhere quiet?”

“Of course, there is. Well, even if there isn’t, we’ll make one!”


Eto, still not fully understanding the situation, looked dazedly at the back of the middle-aged man instructing him to follow. Then, he quickly shifted his gaze to Khan who had caused this situation.

“I’ll be back in a moment. No, come with me. Leave the stall to the others.”

“Y-yes… yes.”

Whether Eto realized what he sounded like in his polite response, he watched Khan and Maya leave, then belatedly grasped that the barbarian he had stumbled upon might be a far more incredible figure than imagined.

And he thought to himself, “What should I do?”

Considering his actions had been too carefree until now…

***

“Putting on airs disgustingly.”

Unexpectedly, the feeling of reunion in an unexpected way wasn’t too bad. Especially if the other party was someone he had accidentally forgotten to kill.

“Here should be fine. We don’t have to worry about the eyes around us.”

Khan chuckled as he looked around, following the bald man who had become quite a figure to a building in a gloomy alley, exactly halfway between the outskirts and the center of Bates, clearly seeing through the bald man’s intentions.

[Scouting]

“Adding that guy, about twenty people in total. Including those we encountered on the way here, easily surpassing forty.”

He could easily guess what scenario the man had in mind, bringing him to such a place. It seemed the man had indeed made his way up since the last time Khan left Bates, but the extent of his wariness was almost pitiful.

“So…? What exactly brings you to Bates, huh?”

“Why should I tell you that?”

“Ha! Of course, there’s no need. But we’re not strangers, and if there’s anything I can help with, I’d like to offer my assistance.”

“You’ve certainly grown a lot.”

Hesitation. The bald man was visibly shaken by the seemingly casual remark.

“Uh, um, if you compare it to back then, my situation has improved quite a bit… Ah, but, you think I’ve been up to no good?! Didn’t you just see? Me, buying goods more generously than their original price!”


Right, very admirable indeed.

Khan couldn’t help but smirk at the bald man’s desperate attempt to defend himself.

“It’s nothing. I don’t plan on doing much, really. Just here to find what I’m after and leave quietly.”

“What are you looking for? Just tell me! I’ll find it no matter what!”

“An artifact going up for auction today.”

“…!”

Caught off guard, the bald man hastily tried to compose his face, but it was already too late.

“An artifact, you say. I know nothing about… Damn it.”

“I know you do.”

Khan’s smile deepened, and with it, the bald man’s face soured further. It was inevitable.

“It’s out of my hands. You know who controls the black market and its creations…!”

“I do.”

“To get your hands on the auctioned item, you’ll have to win with money. Otherwise, you’re not thinking of taking it by force, are you? That’s even less feasible! After the incident before, the security has been beefed up!”

“I have no intention of causing a scene.”

Yet, despite Khan’s assertive promise, the bald man’s expression remained grim. His face turned rigid after hearing what came next.

“But if they provoke me first, who knows then.”

“Are you, are you kidding me?! Do you think they’ll just sit idly after you cause such a mess!”

Caught in the heat of the moment, the bald man exclaimed louder than intended and then gasped in surprise. However, he had made up his mind to lay his thoughts bare, believing it to be in both Khan’s and his own best interest.

“Sigh… I’ll be honest. Leave Bates right now. If you do, there won’t be any trouble. That item… Give me the money you planned to use for the auction. I’ll add as much as I can and try to win the bid. I promise, I won’t play any tricks. However, whatever happened between us, it ends with this.”

“Hmm…”

Khan stroked his bearded chin as if pondering. The bald man, who had been showing nothing but nervousness and fear, waited for a response with a grave face.

Then.

“Um, I’m having a hard time following the conversation.… Exactly what did this person do in the past?”

Caught in the middle of their exchange, Eto couldn’t help but voice his burning curiosity in a barely audible tone.

“It was nothing much. Just a minor friction between us.”

A vague response. However, Eto immediately sensed it. Something enormous had happened in the past, beyond his wildest imagination.

“Alright. I dislike troubles too, so I’ll trust you this time.”

“Really?!”

“But remember just this one thing.”

If you break your promise, you’ll see me again.

***

The central district of Bates.

Among all the criminals gathered in this city, this place, reserved only for the worst of them, was a forbidden zone allowed only to a few individuals called ‘residents’.

“Lord Aaron…! It’s, it’s a disaster!”

Even among the residents of this central district, there was a sort of hierarchy. Among them, a man called Aaron was considered one of the top rulers.

Iron Arm Aaron.

With both arms fully replaced by prostheses made by a dwarf craftsman, his strength was said to surpass even that of trolls and could even stand against a knight’s aura.

“What is it?”

Below average height. Yet, Aaron, showing off his abnormally long prosthetic arms, responded irritably.

‘I’m already out of my mind….’

With news of the relic spreading to neighboring countries around Bates and people flocking in, Aaron’s business was booming.

His business, which allowed everyone to unleash their true nature without concern for anyone’s gaze, was especially a hit among the nobles who had to be somewhat conscious of the public eye.

However, meeting their finicky tastes required various preparations, leaving him unable to sleep for days.

“Get to the point. I have a VIP coming to the business soon.”

“It’s, it’s him! He has returned to Bates…!”

Crack!

Aaron, brushing the blood off his prosthesis, casually threw the instantly killed subordinate through the window.

“The point.”

Overwhelmed by the implied murderous intent in that short sentence, another subordinate yelled out with a cracked voice.

“Th-they say the nightmare of Bates has returned…!”

Crunch. Bang!

Suddenly unable to contain his anger, Aaron lashed out, deeply denting the wall. However, what was etched on Aaron’s face was not anger.

“Ha… Hahaha─!”

Pure joy.

No, it was closer to ecstasy.

“Finally. Finally, he has crawled into hell of his own accord─!!”

Could it be that when hatred and murderous intent exceed their limits, this happens? Aaron, laughing brightly, exclaimed while jumping to his feet.

“You, go now and spread this news to those who remember the nightmare. No, they must have all heard by now…. Yes…….”

From that moment, all expression vanished from Aaron’s face.

“It’s going to be a spectacular night. A night that will never be forgotten in a lifetime…..”
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Chapter 104: Lawless City (5)

To cut to the chase, Khan did not leave Bates immediately. It wasn’t that he ignored the bald man’s warning. He merely adjusted his plans upon receiving unexpected news.

‘I thought they were all dead that day.’

In the past, Khan’s stay in Bates was very brief.

Initially, it was a light-hearted stopover on his way to the Argon Kingdom. Upon entering the city, he was greeted by lunatics rushing at him, screaming about selling him into slavery.

‘Surely, I dealt with them all back then.’

The number of city dwellers that fell by Khan’s hand that day was not small, and among them was a leader of the faction that the bald man was once a part of. Naturally, he wiped out the underlings who assailed him as well…

“Using a magic tool that’s useful for playing dead to survive… that’s astounding.”

The bald man himself, who had served as a lieutenant under one of the residents, had managed to save his life using a magic tool. Furthermore, he had leveraged the wealth of his former boss to gain entry into the central district, making Khan an unwitting benefactor in his eyes.

But then, “There’s another who didn’t die that day?”

The bald man said, “Remember the officer whose arms you completely severed? That guy, he didn’t die. In fact, he’s become much stronger, amassed a force larger than his former boss, and is living quite the high life. I’m nothing compared to him…”

It rang a bell.

A madman who enjoyed tearing apart his opponents’ flesh. Khan remembered personally cutting off his arms as a reminder for him to reflect on his actions.

“He should have bled out and died shortly after?”

“The, the boss had stashed away a potion. He used it on himself. Drank it with his mouth. Plus, he must have gotten on the good side of some dwarven artisan because he showed up with sophisticated prosthetic arms. They call him Iron Arm Aaron now.”

“Iron Arm, huh…”

Looks like I’ll need to deal with him too.

‘But, I must not forget my original purpose.’

After all, his main objective was the ‘Relic of Mortalia’ that will be up for auction. Past connections were merely to be dealt with along the way. Of course, if he could gain a little extra income in the process, no one could fault him.

“When’s the auction?”


“Tonight.”

“Good timing.”

“What do you mean…?”

“As you promised initially, go to the auction and bid on the relic. Then bring it to me. In return, I’ll make sure you’re amply rewarded.”

“What are you planning to do?”

“Someone I know has made it big, it seems. I should at least go and offer my congratulations.”

Realization dawned in the bald man’s eyes at Khan’s jesting remark, bulging as if they might burst from his skull.

“If you understand, then get moving.”

After a long while, the sight of the Central District was as chaotic as ever.

The only people to be seen were collectors moving around corpses, slaves of the residents, or the dregs who served them, accepting disgusting scraps in return. It was as if the word despair had been forcibly crammed into one place.

Nevertheless, amidst all this, things he hadn’t seen in the past caught his eye anew.

‘The buildings seem disorderly due to haphazard additions and demolitions, but… if you look closely, there’s a sort of order to it.’

The expansions to the buildings seemed mostly limited to about four stories above ground, with more emphasis on underground extensions. With every step, my detection skill conveyed the life reactions beneath, suggesting an expansion akin to an ant colony.

‘It’s bustling.’

The detected reactions were so numerous they were difficult to count. If the city’s residents were to confront Khan in earnest, it might as well mean facing an adversary the size of an entire legion. But Khan was certain that such an event would not occur.

‘It was the same before.’

These people were merely reigning over their own desires. Whether a fellow resident was suddenly murdered made no difference to them; they were beings who would do anything as long as it fulfilled their selfish interests—it was a natural response.

Above all, to these selfish beings, the existence of others was merely that of competitors vying for a slice of the Bates pie.

Moreover, most of their attention was likely focused on the black market opening tonight. Except for ‘Iron Arm Eron’, who had a direct grudge, it’s unlikely any resident would show interest in Khan.

Khan realized his calculation was accurate upon arriving at one of Eron’s businesses, a pub named ‘Haegeum.’


‘His main business targets nobles from other countries or their merchants’ children. Haegeum can be considered a sort of waiting room. Simply put, it’s a space dedicated to indulging the vile hobbies of the noble folks without restraint.’

Contrary to what the bald man had explained, haegeum looked more like an elegant, traditional pub rather than a brothel. This was likely specially designed to cater to the nobles obsessed with appearances. The hidden grotesque truth of its neat exterior was buried underground.

Creak.

It was before Khan himself had opened the door.

“Please come in.”

As if welcoming his arrival, a well-dressed waiter opened the door to greet Khan. Khan glanced around with disdain at the beautiful men and women lined up on both sides, snorted, and headed inside.

“Have you grown jealous hanging around nobles?”

“Well, not really jealous. They’re probably more envious of me. Being able to live fully for my own desires. Though… Kell seems to think he wants to become like the nobles.”

“Who’s Kell?”

“…The bald guy you encountered.”

“Ah. So, his name was Kell.”

The conversation sounded like that of old friends catching up. However, both were not unaware of the blatant murderous intent hidden within their words.

“Hmph. To you, we’re not even worth remembering our names, I take it.”

“Remembering the names of those I thought dead would be enough to give me early-onset dementia.”

“… But I am grateful to you.”

Clank.

Mechanical noise flowed from Aaron’s arm as he leaned on the table to stand. It was the sound made by the dwarf-made prosthetic arm that had played a major role in bringing Aaron, with his iron arm, to his current position.

“No, not just me. The other guys are also feeling thankful to you. Because of you, our illusions have been shattered.”

“Illusions?”

“We thought we had immense power. That was our delusion. Influence in the city? Financial power that could rival the owners of trading companies? All of that meant nothing. There’s only one true power.”


Rip!

As Aaron tore off his shirt, the firm muscles honed by constant training were revealed. And there, alongside the scars of amputation on both shoulders left by Khan himself, were the prosthetic arms, integrating as naturally as real ones.

“It’s strength. Overwhelming strength is the most effective and actual way to rule. Only after realizing this could I truly become a resident of the central district. That’s why. Thank you.”

“If you’re thankful, maybe you should buy me a meal.”

“That might be difficult─!”

The fight began with Aaron’s surprise attack. While some might call it cowardly, Khan found himself wanting to praise him instead. The man who had once been all about blindly rushing in had shown much more skill.

‘He’s seen many battles.’

Khan was right in his assumption. After replacing both arms with the dwarf blacksmith’s prosthetics, Aaron had pushed himself mercilessly. He climbed the Potsral Mountains to fight monsters and used nothing but his fists to fight the Greenskin warriors expelled from the land of warriors.

He repeated feats that his natural body and skill could not have managed, for a year.

Thus, he became a real strong man, different from his past self.

‘I’m not the same as before…!’

Creak!

The distinctive noise of the dwarf prosthetics tinkled in his ear, and Aaron’s punch, thrown with the full weight of his body, squarely hit the center of Khan’s face.

Bam!

Khan winced as he parried Aaron’s blow with his bare hand, and Aaron burst into laughter.

“This isn’t the end…!”

Creeeak!

The sound of the prosthetics intensified. Then, the fist caught by Khan slowly pushed him back, and the resultant shockwave made Khan’s body tremble.

Aaron, judging that Khan’s response was delayed by the unexpected blow, swung his other fist hard.

Bam!

The force emitted by the swinging prosthetic caused the chandelier on the ceiling to violently sway. Khan, unwilling to release the grip he had caught, had no choice but to retreat to avoid the punch.

“It’s different from before, huh?!”

With a strong stomp on the floor, Aaron swung his fist, and Khan, focusing solely on dodging without any counterattack.

Bang! Crash─!

Their fight left the finely crafted luxury furniture destroyed, turning the once elegant bar into a total mess. Yet, seeing his business, which had been built up over a long time, trashed did not bring even a hint of regret to Aaron. Rather, he wanted to tear down every wall of this cramped arena.

“Come on! Rage like you used to─!”

The memory of that time still haunted him, tormenting him whenever he tried to sleep.

The memory of the day when the leader, who had been a resident of the central district, was helplessly defeated by a single barbarian warrior, and the tower they had built over more than a decade was destroyed overnight.

Aaron couldn’t do anything at that time.

He could only watch the barbarian’s axe descending towards him, like a prisoner facing execution, and then miserably crawled to the ground to bite and swallow the potion of the leader who had died instantly from the strike.

That’s how he survived. Dishonorably, pathetically.

“Come at me─!”

Screech!

At the moment when the noise from the dwarf’s prosthetic arm reached its peak, Aaron’s fist finally hit Khan.

It was a strength capable of crushing even the trolls of Potsral Mountains alive. His prosthetic arm was a device designed to allow an ordinary human warrior to overpower a troll. Aaron had fought against Khan as if he were a troll from the Potsral Mountains. His accumulated experience told him so.

It’s over!

One of the special features of the prosthetic. Instead of emitting the power generated by the prosthetic outward, this strike concentrates all the power at a single point, delivering a death that’s equal to anyone on the receiving end.

Aaron had used this technique to bring down many of the central district’s strongmen, swallowing them whole.

‘You’ll be no different!’

Finally, the nightmare that had been tormenting him for so long was over. Thinking this sent a thrilling pleasure up his spine.

Of course, he wouldn’t kill him right away.

He’d make him suffer for as long as he had suffered.

“Pfft.”

And in the end, he’d shove him into his business establishment. The place was often sought out by noblewomen with vile tastes, so it would be quite profitable-.

“What are you trying to do, then?”

“……?”

“What you were going to show me. When are you going to show it?”

That nonchalant tone, the leisure that brought back memories of the nightmare, drew out anger from the depths of Aaron’s heart. Aaron, who had risked output enough to break his life’s equivalent, the prosthetic arm, threw his fist.

And then.

Crack.

“Huh.”

“Are you playing with me?”

The moment Khan’s fist made contact, the prosthetic arm was crushed like a squeezed can. A nightmare. No, a sight more dreadful than any nightmare, made Aaron tightly shut his eyes.

Khan, disappointed, broke the middle of the remaining prosthetic arm by gripping it hard and said,

“Tsk. What a waste of time.”

Thud.

That word became Aaron’s never-ending final nightmare.
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Aaron’s business place was situated in Haegum, staffed by beautiful waiters who did not flinch at the death of their master. To Khan, it appeared as if they had expected this outcome from the beginning.

“What’s with you guys?”

As Khan scowled at their odd demeanor, one of the waiters stepped forward, bowing. With wavy black hair, pale skin, lips red as if painted with blood, and thick eyelashes, they were the epitome of beauty in an era where makeup was hardly sophisticated.

‘If born on Earth, becoming an SNS star would have been a given.’

However, Khan realized his mistake upon hearing the waiter’s voice.

“My apologies for the inconvenience caused unwittingly on my part.”

It was a man?

Though the voice was androgynous, it was unmistakably male. On closer inspection, the skeleton under the clothes was too broad for a woman. And yet, the appearance and even the attire seemed more suitable for a woman.

“My name is Shey. I provide a place for women to stay and help them find jobs in this central area.”

“So, you’re a pimp then.”

“I merely offer a way to survive.”

“I’m not interested in such sophistry.”

Khan had no intention of entertaining the nonsense of this cross-dressed man any longer. Now that he had interfered, it wouldn’t matter if one more ruler of the central area was eliminated…

At a glance, without even a minimum of physical training, a mere flick of the finger would suffice to deal with such a physique. But what stopped Khan was the man’s startlingly calm demeanor.

“… What do you want?”

He clearly had business with Khan. And in a situation where death wouldn’t be surprising, he remained unshakably composed throughout. Furthermore, it was evident that all waiters at Aaron’s place were following his lead—a peculiar trait beyond his cross-dressing features that smelled fishy.

“Nothing much. I merely came to express my regret for Aaron’s impulsive actions and to personally offer my apologies.”

“You, what’s your rank?”

“Regrettably, I’m not in the same position as Aaron, who has become a corpse there. I don’t really hold any status.”


Not a resident of the central area?

Khan’s face twisted in doubt at the man’s words. How could he secretly infiltrate Aaron’s business with his minions and hide himself so naturally if he wasn’t a resident? Logically, his words should be deemed a lie. However, Khan somehow felt that everything she said was the truth.

‘Why?’

“Ha, you seem confused. I’m relieved to see you’re more human than I thought. Or should I say, that’s what I was hoping for?”

“What exactly do you want?”

Eventually, Khan gave up. He couldn’t figure out the man’s identity, his purpose for seeking him, or how he managed to create such a network of underlings without the rulers’ notice. The man, pleased with Khan’s honest reaction, let out a coquettish smile and said, “I merely wanted to see you again.”

“Again…? Have you seen me before?”

“Yes. Of course, you wouldn’t remember. That day, you were completely blinded by pure rage. Moreover, I wasn’t someone noteworthy enough for you to remember. But I saw you. I saw you on that day you became known as the nightmare of Bates.”

“That day…? No, don’t tell me….”

As Khan showed a sign of realization, the man smiled, a smile that sprang from pure joy.

“Back then, you were furious about our treatment – we were treated like toys, dolls, slaves by the residents. You destroyed every business and force under Aaron and Kell’s boss. That time, I was…”

Khan didn’t need to hear any more; he had long since remembered who he was. The one who dealt with the man exploiting many people with Aaron and Kell.

‘Please, spare me…!’

A boy wearing clothes clearly not his, awkward makeup on his face, trying to cover the distinct marks of being whipped all over his body with his hands. Brought in to satisfy the bizarre tastes of their boss –

“Ah. Could it be that look, you’re feeling guilty?”

“……”

“Right. Even though you dealt with that man and his followers, you left me and my friends to fend for ourselves when you left Bates. However, Aaron survived despite having his arms torn off, and Kell pretended to be dead only to swallow up the boss’s legacy.”

“……”

“But don’t be troubled. My current situation is my choice. And at least to me and my friends….”

As the boy from back then gestured with a smile, waiters with stunning faces respectfully showed their manners.


“You were not a nightmare, but a hope. Even those who took over this city, you made them realize that they are no different from us, just humans. You are a hero.”

“Um…?”

At the sudden praise, Khan asked with a reluctant tone.

“Did you really come here just to spout such nonsense?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

The boy from that time still smiled brightly, earnestly confirming.

“Aaron hoped the residents would be sensitive to your presence, but things didn’t turn out as he thought. Everyone’s attention was on the auction house.”

“Are you talking about relics?”

“You knew. Yes, nobles and renowned figures from all over have gathered in the black market to obtain that treasure. Their number is surely increasing even now. For them, honest with their desires, when else would they get such an opportunity? They see it as a chance to further expand their own business, and they personally head to the black market. Foolishly so.”

Khan felt a strange discomfort looking at Shay’s bright smile. It’s hard to describe, but it feels somewhat tacky.

Moreover –

‘This is really suspicious…?’

His words and actions practically scream, ‘I have a backstory and ulterior motives.’ It doesn’t look like he’s trying to hide anything.

Above all, despite the fact that Khan simply dealt with those brazen attackers, the way they look at him and speak as if he’s the savior of their lives is unbearably awkward.

“… Well. I’ll take your thanks anyhow. But let’s go our separate ways now. I’m quite busy.”

Better to escape before getting entangled. Khan concluded his search for the suspected cash vault somewhere within the building.

“Looking for this?”

Thunk. Just then, individuals who seemed to be Shay’s subordinates disappeared somewhere and reappeared, carrying a safe. To anyone observing, it would clearly belong to Aaron….

“What. You think you’re going to ask me for a favor with that….”

“Please, take it.”


With the safe in his arms, Khan smiled warmly, thinking to himself, ‘I’ve made a huge mistake.’

How could I suspect such a good fellow? No way, huh.

***

“Ahem, is this really okay?”

“If it’s not, are you planning to run away?”

“No, of course not. A promise is a promise, haha….”

Eto swallowed hard, glancing at the woman who declared herself Khan’s daughter. Undoubtedly the attire of a mercenary previously, she now illuminated the glamorous ballroom, dressed not unlike a noble’s daughter.

‘Really, such a perfect disguise….’

Despite the strong first impression of being covered in troll’s blood, Maya’s beauty was so remarkable that she could easily be mistaken for a noble lady. Additionally, her physique, sculpted from a lifetime of training, drew attention even with her face hidden behind a mask.

Moreover, from her posture to the way she walked, even the minor details allowed Eto to understand. She was well-versed in the etiquette of nobility.

‘But his daughter.’

It would be another matter if she referred to herself as the daughter of a knight, but she introduced herself as the daughter of a barbarian.

“Hey, snap out of it. Now’s not the time to be daydreaming.”

“Ah, right.”

Eto apologized to Pavel with a displeased expression.

Considering his original task was to escort a merchant group, Pavel’s decision to follow him all the way here was quite extraordinary. The moment Eto unilaterally deviated from the assignment and stepped into danger, Pavel had every right to unilaterally terminate the contract.

But Pavel did not do so.

“Forgot our promise? You need to get out alive for me to become a silver badge.”

Maya Eldred, who introduced herself as a gold badge mercenary, guaranteed she would help him advance to silver badge rank.

Naturally, Pavel was skeptical at first, but after seeing the seal of Kal Elson imprinted on the gold badge, he accepted her offer without hesitation.

“If you don’t want to look like an idiot, just keep looking forward and walk. The lady over there is drawing all the attention anyway. Just avoid doing anything conspicuous.”

“Ah, got it.”

Gulp.

Realizing anew where he had ventured into, Eto craned his neck with a creaky motion. It was all about money, money, money.

“Just the amount spent on decorating this place could easily surpass the annual revenue of a decent-sized nation…”

From goods difficult to trade openly under the sun, to slave trade banned under the doctrine of the Pantheon Church, and even wicked artifacts imbued with demonic power. If it’s something that could be sold for money, everything was on sale here.

“The Bates Black Market… it was this massive?!”

Until now, Eto had only heard rumors about the Bates Black Market, its immense and lavish scale was beyond what he could have imagined. It was puzzling why the Pantheon Church would leave such an exposed place unchecked.

“They must know, surely.”

Thinking thus, Eto walked shoulder-to-shoulder with Maya into the deeper parts of the black market.

“Bear in mind, our only target is the artifact. We must not waste funds on anything else.”

“Ah, I’m aware. Though, I’m slightly doubtful whether the money we have is enough to win the bid…”

“There’s a plan in mind for that scenario as well, in his head.”

“His, you mean.”

“…”

Instead of answering, Maya simply nodded her head. It was a gesture to look forward.

“Gah.”

Eto gasped at the spectacle before him. Inside the Great Hall, which one would believe to be the work of a Dwarven architect, seats were filled to the brim with masked individuals.

This implied that all of them had the privilege to participate in the auction held in the black market, representatives from across the continent. Now, he found himself among them, prepared to bid for an item as if his life depended on it.

“Let’s go.”

“Yes, yes…!”

While Eto was suddenly pulled along by Maya, various thoughts flew through his mind. Yet, he quickly snapped back to reality, recalling his role. He had to act according to the setup: Eto as one of the heirs of a major company, Maya his fiancée, and Pavel their escort. With this reminder, he involuntarily straightened his back.

“Er, excuse me for a moment.”

The hall was almost fully occupied. After squeezing through the crowd, Eto heaved a sigh of relief as he managed to find an empty seat. Just then, Maya placed a finger over his lips and whispered.

“It’s starting.”

True to her word, curtains that hid the auction stage were being drawn to both sides.

“Just in case…”

Then, lured by Maya’s voice beside him, Eto turned his head and with a dazed expression nodded at her continuing words.

“Never leave my side. It’s dangerous.”

That was when Eto should have realized. The way Maya warned him carried the tone of someone certain that something was bound to happen.
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“The moment you’ve all been waiting for, the highlight of Bates’ black market, the unlimited auction begins now!”

Unlimited auction. It’s exactly what it sounds like: unlimited. There are no ceilings—or floors—for the final bid on any item. With a bit of luck, a world-class treasure could be yours for a mere gold coin. And in another sense, it means there are no limits on the items up for auction.

“Our first item, as always, is stolen goods. But these are quite special stolen goods,” said the auctioneer, with his extravagant gestures drawing attention to the display.

“Look at this blade. Even though it’s broken in the middle, its presence is so formidable it transcends the display case.”

Eto couldn’t help but be impressed. He didn’t have the eye to judge the sword’s craftsmanship, but even to him, the aura emanating from the blade was crystal clear. And it was a broken sword, at that!

“The sword of a tragic swordsman who vowed to conquer the lands of warriors but never returned. A proud genius who trained under the prestigious Al-Cerad empire and obtained his swordsman’s license at thirty-seven. This sword, his lifelong companion, is our first item!”

“Wow…”

“Incredible. I can feel its energy from here.”

Eto found himself glancing at Pavel and Maya, curious about their reactions. After all, they lived by the sword. However, their reactions were quite unexpected.

‘Not interested, huh?’

Even Pavel, a bronze mercenary, looked dazed as if his soul had been captured by the relic of the swordsman. Meanwhile, Maya, a renowned silver mercenary, seemed to show no interest in the magnificent sword at all. Instead, she seemed busier observing the surroundings, her eyes darting around.

‘Maybe it’s because she uses a spear…?’

As Eto pondered in curiosity, bids for the swordsman’s relic began, and in the blink of an eye, the price soared to dozens of gold coins.

“Exactly one hundred gold coins! It’s sold for one hundred!”

The settled price was neither cheap nor exorbitant considering the grand introduction. Despite the initial fuss, the item sold for a far less impressive sum than expected. The reason became apparent as the auction progressed.

“A staff of a red mage, who, while being hunted by the Mage Tower, self-destructed due to spell overload! Merely holding it reduces spellcasting time and enhances the firepower of red spells! A treasure no mage could resist… Ah, sold for one hundred and fifty gold coins! What a stroke of luck!”

“The diary of a gray mage who conducted illegal experiments in the north of Argon kingdom and was beheaded by a barbarian, with his body never recovered. A timely find during the recent rebellion turmoil, surely even the Mage Tower would envy… Ah, another steal!”

“Did you know? The Argon Kingdom, having evaded dragon attacks so far, now faces dire straits from a dragon assault. This could be good news for some of you. We’re expecting a shipment of rare dragon materials. Although we don’t have the material here yet, it’s an opportunity not to be missed for those interested in rare materials. We will arrange… Oh, sold for two hundred and seventy gold coins! Quite a bargain, don’t you think?”

Not just the first item but all items were being auctioned off at reasonably low prices. There were no exceptions!


“Could it be… Everyone here is…”

“Aiming for the same item, it seems.”

“Damn, is competition even possible in this?”

Amid the group’s expressed concerns, it seemed the auction for contraband had completely ended. Following the organizer’s instructions, men armed with swords cleared the display cases from the stage. Then, what was to come next, something Eto had a rough guess about, caused him to frown deeply.

‘Slaves…’

Yes. The next item on the auction’s list was the trade of slaves. A taboo strictly forbidden by the Pantheon Church, which, upon discovery, would summon the Templars to cleanse the sin. And yet, it was happening openly, in a gathering filled with nobles and wealthy individuals from numerous nations.

“Ladies and gentlemen, unfortunately, today’s auction does not have the quantity that might satisfy everyone. Recent, shall we say, complications in hunting have led to this shortage. Those in the know will understand why, right? But fear not! We’ve selected only the best quality, so no worries!”

“Ho. That does sound promising.”

“Were there that many noble families that fell recently…?”

“Oh, and here I am, already tight on funds…”

From all around, exclamations of admiration made Eto feel nauseous. The way these people casually appraised fellow humans as if they were mere goods filled him with pure rage.

‘How can they act like this?’

Not every human on the continent was a follower of the Pantheon Church, but most learned its teachings and lived by the grace bestowed by the gods of the Pantheon. Especially the nobles and wealthy, who donated vast sums to the church annually in exchange for blessings.

‘And yet!’

“Stay calm.”

“But…!”

“What changes if you step in? Do you have the power to change anything?”

“…”

Eto clenched his teeth. He wasn’t angry at Maya for stopping him, but at himself for not being able to refute her words.

“This place… must vanish. The gods in heaven will surely punish these people.”


“Ha, what a joke. Do you think the Pantheon is unaware of this place? I don’t think so.”

“Pavel…!”

“Am I wrong? Those zealots hunting down demon worshippers with fire in their eyes, missing such a blatant black market? Even a passing dog would laugh.”

Pavel’s remark sharply pinpointed the hypocrisy of the Pantheon Church. Eto wasn’t exactly a devout follower of the church; he had only indirectly benefitted from the blessings the priests gave. But deep down, he did somewhat see the church as a guardian of peace.

However, faced with the grim reality of Bates’ black market, that belief started to crumble.

“Pavel. Shut it yourself. I didn’t bring you here to spout nonsense.”

“… I’ll do as I’m told.”

“And you too, Eto.”

Instead of replying, Eto slightly nodded his head. Amid this unexpected confrontation between the two, Maya frowned under her mask as if irritated.

In the silence that dominated the trio, “Ha-ha…! You’re really splurging this time! I suppose that means the quality of the merchandise is high, right? Don’t miss this opportunity, everyone! No one knows when the next chance will come!”

The auction, originally featuring only a few slaves, had ignited a bidding war among the participants. Those who had initially attended out of interest in the artifacts but had early on decided to bow out, now threw their hats into the ring. Their participation alone drove the auction prices to several times the starting bids.

And so, the madness of the auction escalated to its peak.

“…”

“…”

“…”

The trio had no choice but to quietly observe.

***

The awkward tension between them eased when the much-awaited segment finally began.

“Today’s main event. In truth, everyone’s been waiting for this item, haven’t you?”

The auctioneer’s dragging tone drew a fierce round of boos from the participants, to which he laughed, savoring their reaction.

“Seems like we’ve got some impatient folks here. Sadly, the item you’ve all been waiting for hasn’t come up yet. Let’s take a look at the other items we’ve prepared first!”

With smooth progress, the auctioneer calmed the grumbles of the crowd and, following his clap, more than ten robust men appeared, pulling a large cart from behind the stage.


On top of that cart was a giant cage, the kind used to contain enormous beasts, covered so what was inside remained a mystery.

However,

Bang! Bang! Bang!

It was clear that something alive and immensely powerful was trapped inside.

“Ha-ha. That guy sure has strength, doesn’t he? We had quite the struggle capturing it. Someone from the city went on a journey and caught it. To spice up this event, they’ve graciously donated it to us. Let’s give a round of applause for our anonymous donor watching from somewhere!”

The response from the audience was chilly. With the order of the anticipated item being delayed, a warm reaction was hardly expected.

“Heh. Just the reaction I anticipated. But, after seeing what this item truly is, you’ll be so surprised you’ll give a standing ovation. Now──!!”

Reveal the blanket! On the auctioneer’s energetic shout, the men moving the cart pulled off the blanket.

‘Gasp!”

“Scream─!”

“Are you people insane?!”

The reaction was immediate and intense.

“Could it be?”

Even Eto, who had been silent until now, was no exception.

The presenter, pleased with the response, began to explain.

“Among our guests today, there may be collectors, but also those deeply knowledgeable in magic, right? For them, this specimen is indeed a precious research material. Because—”

A living fallen one, where could you possibly find another? The presenter’s cheerful comment plunged the room into chaos.

A natural reaction.

The face, horribly distorted, continuously bubbled with sickly froth, and through skin blackened and cracked like charred wood, veins and organs could be glimpsed. Moreover, its limbs were not human, but demon-like in their enormity. Most notably, in place of hands, there were maws akin to those of beasts.

“A fallen one, a live sample that has directly received demonic energy! How about it? Doesn’t it awaken a fierce curiosity in researchers?”

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Realizing it was being discussed, the captive fallen one thrashed even more violently within its cage. Yet the cage, made of an unknown material, showed no sign of breaking.

“Of course, it goes without saying that we’ll provide you with a beast cage made from the Empire’s dark iron to ensure safe transportation. And we’ll take the necessary measures to prevent it from lashing out during transport.”

Still, the chaos hardly subsided. It was partly due to the horrific appearance of the fallen one, but also the innate repulsion and fear at the mention of demons spreading throughout the auction house.

Yet there were exceptions.

“A fallen one… Certainly, it might be worth researching.”

Those whose eyes gleamed with interest through the gaps in their masks.

“If I lock it up in my mansion’s basement, it could become a quite special collection…”

Those whose collector’s passion overcame their fear.

“……”

Maya, twitching as if she was about to rush forward and pierce the heart of the fallen one herself.

And then:

“I’ll offer five hundred imperial gold coins. If you accept cheques from Paradise Bank, I can go up to fifteen hundred.”

Someone actually intended to bid in the auction. Amidst the auction hall filled with chaos and madness.

“Isn’t there something odd about it?”

“Damn. That monster itself can’t be normal—”

“No! It looks like it’s convulsing!”

Screech────!

With a roar, the fallen one’s body swiftly inflated, engulfing every living being on the stage.
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Vrrrrrrm─!

The body of the fallen one, which had been of ordinary human stature, mutated into a massive mass of flesh. The fallen one, now a grotesque mass, buried the men moving the podium and the auctioneer conducting the auction in its own flesh, emitting a strange wailing sound.

Soon, mouths that had formed all over the black mass of flesh seemed to chew and swallow something, making squelching noises.

“Run──!!”

The reaction from the audience was immediate.

Those present were all either nobles, wealthy magnates with immense financial power, or mages. Among those who had come as escorts were a significant number of knights, and there were even warriors armed with expensive magical tools numbering in the dozens. Not to mention, mages who had revealed their power were rapidly completing spells and unleashing them.

Vrrrrum…!

Auras and spells of various colors surged towards the mass of flesh. The fallen one, exposed defenselessly to the onslaught, screamed and contorted its body in agony.

Merely by thrashing about, the podium crumbled. Eventually escaping the podium, the fallen one spread its massive flesh and instantly devoured those who had failed to flee.

“It’s, it’s growing!”

The size of the fallen one, which immediately digested the humans it had swallowed, grew even larger than before the attack, causing those unleashing their attacks to hesitate and step back. The instinct to flee dominated their minds.

Vrrrrrrm…!

At that moment, the mouths on the fallen one’s mass of flesh roared in unison, and screams filled various parts of the auction house.

“This, this thing?! Cough!”

“For the great one!”

“Become a sacrifice for His descent─!”

The emergence of demon worshippers. Somehow breaching security and infiltrating, worshippers who had been posing as guests in various parts of the auction house launched a surprise attack, further adding to the chaos.

“To swallow this false world……! Gah.”

“Behind me!”


Riiiip!

Wham. Tearing through her uncomfortable dress with a rough grasp, Maya, who had suddenly drawn her spear, took down a devil worshipper and shouted. Caught off guard by the unforeseen development, Eto and Pavel backed away as she had commanded, and Maya’s spear, serpentine in its motion, pierced through another devil worshipper’s neck.

‘To think there was really an attack…!’

Thanks to being prepared for the possibility of an attack by demon worshippers from the start, Maya was not caught unawares. Khan, who had entrusted Maya with the happenings of the auction house, had foretold the possibility of an assault and even provided a plan for such an occasion.

‘Sure enough, it’s not just combat skills. The insight as if foreseeing the future. This too is a weapon that must be learned and observed.’

“Submit quietly to become His nourishment!”

At that moment, a devil worshipper suddenly appeared from behind and swung his sword at Pavel.

Startled, Pavel hastily raised his sword to block, but the herculean strength of the devil worshipper was beyond imagination. Unable to withstand it and letting go of his sword, the devil worshipper’s sword bore down on Pavel.

Clang!

Predicting his own death, Pavel had tightly shut his eyes, but when he felt no pain no matter how much time passed, he cautiously opened his eyes.

“You idiot! Who the hell closes their eyes in the middle of a fight!”

Having shed her previously formal tone entirely, Maya deflected the cultist’s sword with her spear shaft. With her slender frame, she had managed to deflect the monstrous blows of the devil worshipper.

‘Is this the power of a Gold Badge mercenary…?!’

As Pavel admired the level of her skill and picked up the dropped sword,

Clang! Clash!

Maya’s spear and the devil worshipper’s sword collided several times in quick succession. Against the cultist’s superhuman strength, Maya didn’t retreat an inch and counterattacked with a sparkle in her eyes.

‘I can hold my own!’

It wasn’t that her strength had increased. Training a pure human body, especially that of a woman, was exceedingly difficult. However, it was possible to compensate for weaknesses with the help of external powers. A magic item selected by Khan himself from Marquis Deillon’s warehouse not long ago.

Though it didn’t reach the level of an artifact, it was at least considered a sub-artifact, according to Khan’s confident assertions. That weapon was her spear.

“Die! Insolent wench─!”


Perhaps he realized she was distracted mid-battle. The devil worshipper, fueled by anger, launched a large, forceful strike, intending to crush her with his substantial size and the strength bestowed by a demon.

Normally, Maya would have created distance in such a situation or aimed for an opening after dodging. But now, she had another option.

The choice to face it head-on!

‘Now.’

The diminutive Maya swung her spear shaft upward from below like a staff. Considering the natural differences in size and strength, this counterattack seemed almost suicidal. But it was the devil worshipper who, unable to withstand the impact, dropped his weapon. The moment their weapons collided, an irresistible force overwhelmed the devil worshipper.

『Yorun’s Spear』

─Impact Absorption: Reduces the force of incoming blows.

─Counter Wave: Stores the reduced impact and releases it all at once.

And Maya was not one to miss such an opportunity.

Crack!

With a thrust swift as a ray of light, she pierced the cultist’s heart and throat almost simultaneously. The cultist opened his mouth, attempting to utter some words.

But the situation was far too urgent to indulge the final words of a mad cultist devoted to a demon. Maya pushed the corpse away with her foot and quickly surveyed the battlefield.

‘We’re not at a major disadvantage.’

Though their numbers had significantly decreased due to the sudden rampage of the fallen one and the surprise attack by the demon cultists, the rate of casualties had notably slowed thereafter. And at the center of it, two figures stood out for their exceptional valiance.

“Filthy creatures─!!”

Like a volcano erupting after long suppression, a knight slaughtered the demon cultists, releasing a furious aura in all directions.

Despite the chaos, a mage concentrated an intermediate-level spell on the fallen one, halting the advance of their ghastly flesh.

Their combined efforts had nearly balanced out the grim tide of battle, bringing it to an equilibrium.

“This, this is more manageable than I thought…?!”

Pavel’s voice was bright as he stayed close to Eto, watching Maya’s battle unfold. With support from mages’ firepower above the countless knights and magic-equipped escorts, the tide of battle was such that it couldn’t possibly turn for the worse.


The initial damage from the surprise attack was merely temporary, due to the suddenness of the assault. The auction house, filled with all sorts of VIPs, was clearly not a place demon worshippers would dare attack.

“If we join them and hold out until that flesh pile is done for, it should work!”

As if agreeing with Pavel’s remark, the auction participants gradually gathered in one place. With the number of demon worshippers dwindling, the risk of being stabbed from behind decreased, so they decided to consolidate their strength. Maya also thought their judgment was correct.

“I’ll clear a path.”

“Please, I beg of you!”

“Don’t fall behind me! Mr. Merchant Leader!”

***

“Hmm, easier than I thought. Don’t you think so, Sir Ehram?”

“…You’re aware that speaking of each other’s status here is taboo.”

“Ha-ha. Everyone probably already noticed, right? Even about my identity. It’s only fair this way.”

“This damned mage…”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Sir Ehram, the knight who had single-handedly slashed through more than half of the demon worshippers, clicked his tongue.

Meeting outside, this worthless person wouldn’t dare speak to him, and he was displeased with the arrogance shown. Despite understanding the difference between keeping his identity a guessing game and openly speaking about it, he purposely exposed his identity.

‘To think, using his brain even in such a situation. This is why mages are…’

He longed to slash the throat of that hideous old creature right then and there. Had it not been for a situation threatening his lord’s life, he would have unsheathed his sword immediately.

‘Now is not the time.’

The situation was dire enough to accept help from even a scoundrel.

Ku-gu-gu-gung!

A slash from above left a deep scar on the marble floor and vanished. Amidst more than ten demon worshippers caught in the aura akin to dragon claws and killed, Ehram looked displeasedly at his sword.

He desperately missed the weapons he had left behind, needing to hide his lord’s status. Not just the armor, but especially the sword was unsatisfactory. Without a sword that could withstand his maximum output, it was difficult to exert full power.

“Old monster, how far can you use your spells?”

“Well, given enough time, I can cover all those flesh piles. But, will that monster wait until then?”

“I’ll buy us some time.”

“Ah, what an honor. Understood. I’ll start preparing now. If the other mages focus their firepower too, that would be perfect.”

In an instant, Ehram, coordinating the strategy, drew out the aura from his sword to the brink of breaking, and shouted.

“Cover the flesh piles until the spell is complete─!”

Commanding his subordinates as if they were his own, the knights and warriors gathered from all regions followed Ehram’s lead. It was an instinctive decision, born of their trust in Ehram, who had saved their lives with his overwhelming martial prowess, to overcome the situation. With Ehram at the forefront, the knights, enveloped in their aura, stomped the ground without hesitation.

Crack! Crunch! Bang──!

No cavalry charge could be as threatening as this. The demon worshippers, strengthened by demonic powers, could not withstand the knights’ charge and were flung in all directions, crashing to the ground. With just one charge, the knights reached the corrupt ones at their very front and did not stop there.

“Haap!”

The aura released from Ehram’s sword as he shouted a battle cry tore through the flesh of the fallen one. It was truly a strike of a superhuman. With just one hit, the fallen one, having lost a third of its massive body, roared in agony and lunged its flesh towards Ehram like a fist.

“Hmph!”

Ehram, deeming it unworthy of response, casually flicked the flesh away with his hand, although the impact seemed heavier than expected, causing him to slightly grimace.

‘If it gets any bigger, it might truly become unmanageable.’

From then on, Ehram’s movements shifted to be more defensive. He intended to leave the finishing blow to the mages chanting spells at the rear, focusing instead on minimizing casualties.

And before long.

“Everyone, step back!”

The mages’ spell was complete. Without having been specifically asked to do so, the mages, led by the one Ehram called ‘the elder mage’, chose spells specialized in widespread destruction.

A spell of catastrophic destruction, called the disaster of the battlefield, exploded towards the swollen mass of flesh, its aftermath powerful enough to make the participants and mages at the rear stagger.

Ssshhh…

Among them, the elder mage’s red spell was particularly striking.

“This staff, the grip isn’t bad at all. Keke.”

Holding a staff he had just won at an auction, the red spell he unleashed not only turned the entire mass of flesh into black charcoal but also showed no sign of extinguishing.

“Is it, is it over?”

“These damned vermins! Once we get out, we must discuss the future of our city!”

“First off, what was the black market’s organizer thinking, bringing the fallen one into the city?!”

With that, the auction participants, concluding that the situation had ended, burst out in anger towards the rulers of Bates, who had caused this incident. Of course, there were also those purely happy to have survived.

“Let’s, let’s get out of the black market quickly.”

That was Eto.

After the storm of spells ended, and suddenly finding himself surrounded by Maya and Pavel, Eto urged them to leave with a pleading tone, his face pale with fear. Pavel, a mere fellow mercenary, wasn’t looking much better, though a smile born of the joy of survival was clearly on his lips.

However, Ehram, who had successfully commanded the battle, had a face so stern it was hard to think of him as victorious.

‘With just this much force, they dared to raid the auction house?’

Why did they. What made them undertake an attack doomed to fail…?

‘It’s an opportunity.’

And the only one who knew about the attack beforehand, Maya’s eyes sparkled with realization.
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Ehram stood still for a moment, pondering, when the ‘Elder’ mage approached him.

“Why such a grim face? You look as though you’ve been betrayed by someone you trusted.”

How is it that mages, of all people, always manage to make analogies that strike a nerve? Ehram was about to snap back but instead decided to voice his concerns honestly.

“Don’t you find it odd?”

“What exactly?”

“The attack was loud and brash, but it seems to lack substance.”

“Hmm… Although a good number of people did die, and the mere fact that demon worshippers attacked the auction house is catastrophic in itself. Especially since it was because the organizers had captured a fallen one. It’s hard to keep such a thing quiet. You and your lord are in quite a precarious situation, aren’t you?”

The Elder’s analysis was spot on. The Pantheon Church had not been ignoring the Bates black market out of ignorance. The fallout from this event could be colossal, possibly sweeping across the entire continent. Naturally, Ehram and his lord could not remain unscathed.

However, Ehram’s doubts were not about the uncertain future, but about the attack itself.

“You know, don’t you? That lately, the paladins have been fervent in hunting down demon worshippers. And now, those already lacking in power have invested so much in an endeavor bound to fail.”

“Merely diverting the attention of the Pantheon Church towards them might be considered a significant gain for them.”

Ehram’s suspicions were plausible, and the Elder’s reasoning was also a sound deduction.

“Anyway, shouldn’t our priority be to leave Bates? Especially if we want to avoid getting entangled any further. It’s already late, though.”

“… Indeed.”

Suppressing his lingering doubts and unease, Ehram decided to focus on saving his lord, which was his utmost priority.

“Ugh. How did I end up in this mess…!”

“Just bear with it a little longer. We’ll head back to our territory soon.”

“What?! But… Ah, fine! I get it, I get it!”

With no time to indulge his young master’s petulant complaints, Ehram quelled his resistance with a stern look and led their group towards the tightly shut entrance of the auction house.


Swish!

Ehram split the thick door in two with a single slice and frowned at the scene beyond.

‘No one’s here?’

One would expect reinforcements to arrive from inside due to the disturbance. Or, at the very least, if followers from outside had caused havoc, there should be signs of battle left behind.

But there were none – no bodies, not even traces of a fight. It was as if all those people, servants, and musicians who attended the black market party had vanished into the ground.

Faced with a sight that defied all logic, Ehram looked to the Elder for answers, but even a mage couldn’t instantly solve a mystery that surpassed his imagination, especially when he lacked information from having just fought a battle.

“Let’s just leave.”

In the end, it was a problem with no immediate solution. Ehram decided to concentrate on saving his lord as originally intended, urging the group to hasten their steps to leave Bates as quickly as possible.

However, there was one who did not ignore the sense of discord they faced, but looked straight into it. It was Maya Eldred, a woman who somehow made the combination of a torn dress and the spear she held in her hand work perfectly.

“First, we should find and equip our gear. We don’t know what’s waiting for us outside.”

Upon Ehram’s suggestion, most of the group agreed, and even Maya, who was asked for her opinion by Eto and responded with a nod, headed off to find her own equipment.

“Wait, we left all our equipment behind…”

“Shh. Quiet.”

Though Eto and Pavel threw puzzled looks, Maya, instead of bothering to explain, quickened her pace. Their destination was none other than the interior of the auction house they had just left.

“Wait here,” she said, leaving behind nothing but those brief words as she stepped over the corpse of a fallen corrupt and headed towards the back of the stage.

‘The auction hasn’t taken place yet, so it should still be there.’

Indeed, she hadn’t returned to the auction house to retrieve unclaimed equipment, but to secure the relic that was Khan’s goal. Unlike the others, whose minds were preoccupied with the thought of quickly escaping Bates, Maya had focused solely on completing the mission entrusted to her by Khan from the beginning to the end.

She was the first to remember the Artalia’s Relic and had been waiting for the moment to retrieve it.

‘It’s here…!’

Although the items that had been auctioned off had found their owners, two display stands that had yet to find theirs remained. One held a fist-sized gemstone flickering with a golden light, and the other, a brooch that seemed to be made of silver.


And before the display stands stood a figure draped in a dark black robe, reaching out for the items.

“So there was someone with a functioning brain?”

“!”

Maya’s body reacted before her mind did. Surprised, her features twisted in dismay as she thrusted her spear twice in the direction from where the elderly voice came.

He dodged?! Somehow, the aged figure had completely avoided Maya’s attack. However, her surprise was fleeting, and Maya quickly regained her composure and spotted her opponent.

‘Above!’

With a light movement, she kicked off the wall and rushed toward the aged menace, striking the mage’s body with the shaft of her spear. But along with the sound of the breaking defense shield, the mage’s spell was completed.

Whoosh!

A fireball the size of a person appeared right in front of her and engulfed Maya, the explosion and resulting firestorm filling the back of the stage.

The mage, convinced of Maya’s demise, slowly began to descend to the ground.

Whoosh!

As if she had been waiting for that very moment, Maya burst through the storm of flames and plunged her spear forward. The agility with which she moved was unbelievable for a mage, as the aged monster backed away with a nimble step, smiling as it began to chant another spell.

Clank. Thud─

The mage’s mask rolled across the floor.

‘His words have proven right again…!’

The purpose of the demon worshippers who had attacked the auction house was the relic that had been decided to go up for auction. But Khan’s information didn’t stop there.

He had provided insights into the leader of the demon worshippers conducting the attack, their combat strategies, and even as specific as their favorite spells to use as primary attacks. He even went so far as to give advice on how to lead the battle should it occur.

『Ring of Spell Shielding』

─Spell Shielding: Erects a protective barrier around the wearer, shielding them from the effects of spells.

This, too, was a magical artifact selected by Khan from the Duke of Deillon’s Storage.


It required a considerable cooldown period after a single use and demanded a significant amount of mana, but if activated at the precise moment, it could force a significant vulnerability upon the enemy.

Most importantly, knowing what the enemy’s primary spell was in advance could make it all the more powerful.

‘Really, the battle went just as he said it would… How? Even if he got the information from Levin. This would have been impossible unless he had fought that mage multiple times before…’

Maya trembled with excitement. Even the heroes who commanded the continent couldn’t predict the habits or preferred combat styles of an opponent they hadn’t faced.

Yet Khan had done it. Maya’s victory proved as much. She had easily defeated a formidable opponent, who would have been impossible to beat with her skills alone.

After retrieving her spear that had pierced through the heart, Maya collected a relic and a brooch, presumed to be another auction item, from the mage’s corpse.

‘It’s a success.’

Maya happily acknowledged that she had successfully passed the first test given by him, and headed towards the place where Eto and Pavel were waiting. Now, all that was left was to inconspicuously join up with Ehram.

‘The rest is…’

Even without seeing for herself, Maya somehow felt certain.

That Khan, who had not shown himself so far, might have gotten embroiled in some incredible incident somewhere else.

***

“Fucking hell…”

Khan spat out a coarse curse as he furiously swung his magic sword from side to side.

Ssslash!

Thick blood sprayed in all directions, but without a moment to wipe it off, Khan forcefully swung the double-edged axe in his other hand. With a single strike, he blew up a mass of flesh larger than an average troll, then briefly scanned his surroundings for a moment of respite.

“Help meee…!”

“Die, all of you fuckers!”

“If you want to live, stab anything that comes near you! If they get close, just stab them!”

The streets of Bates, already a hellish landscape, transformed into a true hell. On the way to the auction house, they were ambushed by sudden attackers, demon worshippers. And then, there were the grotesque masses of flesh appearing from nowhere. On top of that, there was a powerful clash of forces felt from the direction of the auction house.

‘Is it bigger than what that guy was rambling about?’

Of course, it wasn’t to the extent that it would entirely derail his plan. After all, he was already informed about how to fight the demon worshippers who managed to get their hands on the relic in the original history. With Maya’s capabilities, she should be able to handle it without much trouble. In fact, right after separating from Shae, Khan could have gone straight to the auction house. However, Khan stopped in his tracks because the ‘Vessel of Greed’ in his right chest was reacting to something.

‘This direction is…’

The central district!

“Someone save me…!”

Khan ran with such force that it shook the ground, spinning in the air and slicing through the mass of flesh diagonally. The disturbing sound of cutting made one cringe, and behind the slowly collapsing mass of flesh was a bald man… Kell saw Khan and broke into a bright smile.

“You made it! This is really messed up. We’ve got to get out of Bates fast…!”

“And a criminal like you, you think you can survive outside?”

“Still, life is the most important!”

“No, with everything that’s happened, running away will only make you the first target.”

The nature of demon worshippers is quite clear. With such a large-scale attack, they would aim to sacrifice as many as possible to the demon they worship. In return, the demon would grant power worthy of the offerings.

‘Maybe…’

Khan brushed off the worst-case scenario that popped into his mind, forcefully pulling Kell up from the ground.

“Stop acting like a fool. Gather the people and head to the black market. There’s a fairly useful force gathered there.”

“Ah, right…! There will be escorts for the participants!”

“If you understand, then start running.”

“See you in a bit!”

Khan chuckled at Kell’s unhesitating escape and dropped his arms.

‘The Vessel of Greed originated from Aecharis.’ Although it’s now combined with the holy residue in the ‘Mark of the Abyss’ to become Khan’s, its essence remains unchanged. If the Vessel of Greed is reacting to something, it means whatever it is, is related to Aecharis.

‘I thought it was going a bit too smoothly.’

It seemed that kind of luck wasn’t meant for him.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

As Khan resumed his steps toward the central district, guided by the Vessel of Greed, a thought suddenly crossed his mind.

‘Could it be…’ The sensation he was feeling now and the strange sensation he felt from Shae might be similar, perhaps.
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“Hehehe─.”

Humming a tune while meticulously grooming his black hair, a boy broke into a wide smile.

“Oh dear, it failed. I thought it had a high chance of success….”

“I am sorry.”

“It’s okay. There seems to have been someone much stronger than I anticipated.”

“We shall send more people at once….”

“No need. Leave it as it is.”

The enchanting lady nodded in understanding as she bowed.

“Hmm, still, it’s a bit disappointing. Hahaha….”

With those final words, the boy once again poured all his focus into arranging his hair. Suddenly, he felt something stir before him and let out a bitter laugh.

“Don’t rush too much. You’ve already gobbled up so much… What? Not enough? You’ve got quite the appetite. Do beings like you also need to feed? Ah, you think you’re something special? Hmm.”

Scratching his cheek as if troubled, the boy mused.

“But look. Because you’ve eaten everything, the only ones left are me and those under my care.”

Turning his head while seated, it was as if he was telling it to behold the disaster it had created.

“Look. A mountain of corpses, don’t you think…?”

It was quite literally a mountain of bodies. Hundreds, perhaps even thousands of corpses were piled up in a corner, all in various states of mutilation as if partly devoured by something. The boy clicked his tongue in annoyance, as if scolding a picky child for not eating cleanly.

“I don’t know. I provided exactly the amount of food promised, didn’t I?”

It seemed his words had an effect. The boy reached out his hand as if to praise the now calm being.

“Haha. Good job. Of course, I have no intention of keeping you starved forever. I’m finally ready…….”


Boom───!!

“I did well to hurry up with the preparations, didn’t I?”

After carefully examining his reflection in the mirror one last time, the boy stood up.

“That’s it.”

With a guileless smile on his face, the boy turned around and addressed the hero he had met once again.

“We meet again.”

“…….”

“You don’t seem too happy to see me. That’s rather sad.”

“What a headache.”

The hero, with a voice low and smooth, scrunched his face in frustration and burst out, “What do you think you’re doing? Augrabes.”

***

As he entered the central district, Khan followed the overpowering presence that seemed to welcome him, eventually arriving at the oldest building in the area.

Waiting for him was an unsettling scene: mountains of corpses, clearly devoured by something, and a suspicious, odorous altar in front of which Shae… no, a demon that had consumed Shae’s body, was muttering to himself.

“Augrabes.”

It was indeed a demon, not Shae.

“Did Aecharis send you? Did he tell you to come and claim his power?”

Augrabes. A lieutenant in the Archdemon Aecharis’ legion, and destined to be at the vanguard, devouring the humans of the continent upon Aecharis’s eventual descent.

“Ha… What are you talking about? I am Shae…”

“You damn liar. At least choose your lies based on who you’re talking to.”

Though the face smiling innocently was unmistakably Shae’s, Khan knew better.


“You would’ve been satisfied with just a soul, but you had to consume the human too, chewing them up before spitting them out. It’s in your nature, isn’t it?”

Hearing this, Augrabes possessing Shae stopped pretending and dropped his smile, replacing it with the distinctive malice of a demon.

“You couldn’t possibly.”

『To think you’d see through my guise so easily. Did that wretched goddess of justice tip you off?』

Khan hadn’t dismissed the possibility of encountering a demon. The reason being the pulsing presence of the Vessel of Greed, signaling its existence loudly.

The Archdemon Aecharis. His power would be an unparalleled treasure to other demons, something they would undoubtedly aim to possess if given the chance.

‘Especially Augrabes.’

It was an expected, yet strategic selection. Before another demon could claim a fragment of his master’s power, he planned to reclaim it himself.

Naturally, it wasn’t like he had allowed his full self to descend onto Midland as Aecharis had done in the future.

‘He must’ve grafted his consciousness into a contractor’s body, making an indirect descent.’

It’s unknown how Shae had managed to forge a contract with a demon. To begin with, demons do not haphazardly choose their contractors. They establish contracts with demon worshippers who satisfy their tastes, or with mortals they’ve corrupted.

Yet, one thing was clear—it had to be because of her own doing. To make someone kill the person who had saved them with their own hands. Isn’t it a scenario that perfectly fits the twisted hobbies of demons?

‘Damn bastards…’

『Are you enraged? That the poor child you saved is now dancing in the palm of my hand? Yes, it must be unbearable for you! That this ugly hypocrite chose such a person!』

Though he had the appearance of Shae, not a trace of the boy he had encountered in Haegum remained. It was an expected outcome. After all, a mere mortal cannot overcome the consciousness of a transcendent.

『Khkhkh. However, there might still be a chance. Oh loyal hound of justice. The fragment of the god’s power that you possess. Hand it over. If you do… I might just set this child’s soul free.』

The demon, Augrabes, seemed utterly confident that his trick would work.

『What say you to this offer? If you don’t trust my words, we can form a proper contract…』

Augrabes’ whispering voice was such a temptation that any human would inevitably fall for it. The demonic charm contained in the demon’s voice naturally corrupted the will of mortals.

But it would not work on Khan.


“Bullshit.”

『What did you say?』

“You think I don’t know that you’ve already devoured and digested Shae’s soul?”

And who the hell negotiates with a demon? Khan scoffed as he stomped the ground.

『Leap』

Shae’s body, unable to respond to Khan’s sword strike, was bisected at incredible speed. Yet, shae did not die. A human’s form was merely a shell.

『This madman!』

Without even looking up, Khan raised his axe as the voice echoed from above.

Clang!

A jolt of impact sent vibrations through the double-edged axe, so severe it made his hands tingle. Despite having greatly strengthened his muscles by clearing the demonic realm, the resistance felt was extraordinarily fierce.

『Ah, so the warrior chosen by the Goddess of Justice would abandon this poor soul! Such a choice befitting a hypocrite’s minion!』

Whether it was fury or mockery, Augrabes’ voice seemed to ring out from all directions. Khan determined Augrabes’ location with his combat foresight and spun around to strike at him.

However, the figure of the one who had just been behind me vanished without a trace. Even though I immediately used search skills and heightened senses, Khan furrowed his brow, unable to locate his position.

‘Damn annoying.’

He was well aware of Augrabes’ characteristics.

‘This entire space is already his domain.’

Search skills were of little significance. There’s a saying that even a mongrel dog is half-fed in front of its own house. In Augrabes’ case, it was more than that.

The moment he parried an incoming hand strike with his axe, he deflected a kick aimed at his head with his magic sword. It was a series of attacks that would be considered impossible under normal circumstances, but Augrabes’ power made it possible.

『Space Devouring』

A special pattern allowing unlimited spatial transfers within a certain area. Moreover, while the area is maintained, significant bonuses are applied to other stats, making it a technique of considerable difficulty in games.

Unfortunately, the reality is not any better.

‘In fact, it’s even worse…!’

Blocking attacks coming from all directions is the best one can do. Dreaming of exploiting a brief moment of weakness for a counterattack was out of the question, due to the enemy quickly changing positions through spatial transfers.

From this perspective, Augrabes would seem invincible within its territory, and indeed, it wasn’t much different in reality. Matching its speed with ordinary means was impossible.

However, Khan was a possessor.

“I’ve caught this thing over dozens of times in the game.”

Moreover, it was not even its true physical body that had descended but only its consciousness into its contractor. Its boasted Space Devouring technique couldn’t perform even half as well as the original, and the physical limits of Shae’s body also hindered it.

Above all, the demon was not particularly talented in combat using a human’s body.

“Stop buzzing around and come down─!”

In an instant, Khan released the weapons held in both hands and grabbed the legs sprouting from the ground. Incredible demonic strength tried to shake off his grip but-.

『Strength: 66』 +1

Now, unless they bring an actual ogre, escaping from his determined effort was impossible.

Swoosh.

Eventually, shae, who had hidden in the crevices of space, was completely pulled out. Even as he attempted another spatial shift to escape, Khan was not one to merely wait.

Bang───!!!

Khan slammed Shae’s legs on the ground, closing his eyes as if erasing the vanished figure of Shae from existence. Addressing the one splitting on their own and watching everything unfold, he said-

“Stop hiding in your shell, come out and face it.”

Augrabes.

『How dare a mere mortal not know his place.』

Screams of mortals suffering in hell echoed across the entire area consumed by Augrabes’ spatial devouring. And then, the demon revealed its true form.

A long reptilian head resembling Eastern dragons. Sharp, massive horns that no armor could defend against, and a voluminous upper body covered in scales contrasted by disproportionately short arms and legs, reminiscent of a newly born infant.

But another mouth located on the abdomen proved the creature was a demon.

『You will regret not accepting my merciful offer for the rest of your life! You will not be able to die even in death, constantly suffering in the horrors of hell, begging for my mercy─!』

It stomped its short legs. Merely that action heavily disturbed the area maintained by Space Devouring. It was a response to its master’s rage.

『In my name…! Not just you, but everything related to you, I will chew and swallow! One of the five lords of hell, the demon that devours worlds. The second knight of my master, Aecharis. In the name of Augrabes─!』

The will of the transcendent became a curse that overwhelmed Khan. No matter how exceptional a mortal might be, their soul would be eroded, and their mind corrupted in the face of such overwhelming power.

“That’s the problem with you demons.”

‘Your introductions are way too long.’

The ashen figure leapt across space.
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『Roar──!!』

The mouths on the dragon-like head and the belly roared simultaneously. The hatred and murderous intent contained within were so intense that, for a moment, Khan couldn’t help but grimace. It was so overwhelming that an average person could either go mad or become a simpleton just by hearing it.

‘Even if only a consciousness is left in the vessel, a devil is still a devil, huh….’

Now, having shed the shell of Shae. The demon was revealing its true nature as a transcendent being without restraint. Even in a state where it could not fully exert its original power, just a single roar was enough to physically pressure the body of a barbarian warrior!

『I’ll smash you!』

Although its arms and legs were short compared to its bulky body, they were still massive compared to a human like Khan, and swung with air pressure, striking where Khan had been standing.

Crack. Bang!

Red demonic energy splattered like blood following the trajectory of the crimson demonic blade. Antares’ sword. The ancient swordsmanship, crafted to allow mortals to slaughter demons, started to show its true value against a genuine foe.

It only took a moment for several wounds to be drawn across Augrabes’ arm. However, as if to prove it was the vanguard of the hell legion, it immediately retaliated.

────!

The transcendent being’s hatred and murderous intent instantly became a curse that enveloped Khan. A curse manifested without chant or ritual. After all, black magic is nothing more than a manifestation of a demon’s power and authority through black energy.

‘Ugh!’

Before he could widen the distance, his knees gave out. He tried to get up and escape, but Augrabes’ attack was faster.

『Try to withstand this─!』

Space devoured by the spatial consumption started to press down on Khan with a will of its own. The sensation was like being crushed under a gravity several tens of times stronger, muddling the physical senses because of the curse.

On top of that, having risen its massive body with the intention of devouring Khan whole, Augrabes reached out its hand.

Whoosh─!

『This is…! The bitch’s!』

The curse that restrained his body was dispelled in an instant. Unable to anticipate this, Khan’s sword strike tore through Augrabes’ arm. The black energy flowing from the arm transformed into a curse before it could materialize, and once again, the deep scar of the holy sign emitted light.


The divine power of the goddess who weighs the good and evil of Midland repelled the black magic, and the dragon-slaying magic sword carved a line through thin air, extending from Augulabes’s forearm to his shoulder.

『Aaaaargh──!!』

Bang…!

Rustle.

Even Augrabes couldn’t help but reveal its pain as an entire arm was severed. The pain of a direct hit to the consciousness, not just the physical body, was unbearable even for a demon. However, what emitted wasn’t just a scream.

‘This is madness!’

Screeeetch.

Clang!

The shield drawn from the Mark of the Abyss couldn’t withstand for a moment before shattering into pieces. Shock was fleeting as Khan hastily leaped backwards, only to find a great sword made of dark magic tearing through the ground right before him, charging with relentless force.

The great sword of Augrabes left scars over the domain of ‘Spatial Devouring.’

With a whoosh!

The great sword, forged from hellfire and dark magic, wasn’t fully evaded. The embers left by the hellfire followed the sword’s trajectory, limiting Khan’s range of movement significantly.

One couldn’t run forever—though that was hardly a revelation, nor was it Khan’s intention.

Gripping a double-edged axe, its weight set to the maximum, with both hands, he charged towards the building-sized great sword.

The clash sounded—creak, boom!

It was akin to a giant facing a human, the difference in size was clear.

『What the…!』

However, the nature of their collision far exceeded Augrabes’ imagination.

‘I’m being pushed back?!’

His great sword made of hellfire was being pushed back miserably. Augrabes, unable to believe this, kept thrusting his sword, but every attempt was either blocked or deflected by Khan’s axe.


He was a demon, born a transcendental being, harboring power far beyond mortal reach!

And yet, him, a being of such stature, was being overpowered in strength by a mere mortal?

“Don’t get cocky─!”

Augrabes’ arm, previously severed, regenerated in an instant, albeit slightly smaller. But to a demon like him, such differences were trivial.

Whoosh! Whoosh!

Wielding two hellfire great swords, the weight felt substantial even through his ethereal form. No matter how exceptional that monstrous mortal was, this was something he couldn’t handle!

“Huff.”

Taking a moment to catch his breath, Khan smirked as he faced the two great swords.

The way Augrabes swung the swords with his stubby arms seemed bizarre, like a child playing with toys—though undoubtedly, the force behind them would be unimaginable.

『Antares’ Sword Technique(B) – 52%』

The proficiency of Antares’ sword, finding its rightful battlefield, surged rapidly. The double-edged axe in Khan’s hands collided with the two great swords, following the path drawn by Antares’ sword.

Boom───!!

One swing wasn’t enough. With two swings, he neutralized the force of one great sword, and with the final three, he shattered Augrabes’ strike.

To mortals, that moment was fleeting, but to the demon and the gray barbarian, it felt like an eternity.

『That technique…!』

As Augrabes realized the nature of the skill Khan wielded with his axe, his four eyes widened in astonishment. Khan reached out into the void with an empty hand.

Crack. Creak, creak!

The domain created by Augrabes’ divine power began to collapse around Khan’s palm. Before Augrabes could even comprehend or react to this unbelievable sight, a formless light flashed within Khan’s eyes. With a screeching rupture, Augrabes screamed. The forceful deactivation of the power to devour space resulted in a backlash directly stabbing into his essence.

‘How could a mere mortal wield such power…!’

It was astounding enough that anyone could oppose him, but what the barbarian had just done was not just surprising, it bordered on impossible, almost a miracle.


To counteract the power of a transcendent being, it required either a higher tier of transcendence or a power structurally superior in nature.

And now, it was the former that had shattered Augrabes’s power. A mere mortal was freely wielding the demonic energy that could make even the greatest demons and the pantheon of gods hold their breath!

『You dare─! To steal the power of our lord, no less…!』

“If you’re upset, go complain to your pathetic master.”

『Argh!』

Still struggling from the backlash of having his power nullified, Khan brutally tore off Augrabes’s arms with an axe and leaped straight for his head.

‘This is dangerous!’

Realizing his essence was on the brink of annihilation, Augrabes opened both his maws. Now, he had no choice but to devour this barbarian at all costs!

As he slowly drew power from his true self through the altar, the walls of dimensions intervened. Although this assault even impacted his true self, it didn’t matter.

‘If I can capture him and retrieve our lord’s power, I can reclaim the position of the first knight I’ve longed for with his grace!’

The ancient palace, predating the creation of the city of Bates, began to crumble, unable to withstand the sucking force emitted by Augrabes.

Khan instantly realized what this ominous phenomenon signified.

‘Space Devouring.’

He was making a last-ditch effort, infusing his power into his innate ability. Khan sensed it was time to make a bold move, pulling out a skill he had been saving for this very moment.

『Dragon Fang Cannon (A) – 01%』

The Dragon Fang Cannon.

A skill that appeared when throwing was upgraded to A-grade.

As the name suggested, boasting a dragon in its name guaranteed its power. Even when it was B-grade, a fully charged throw boasted power well beyond half of its grade.

However, it no longer required time to fully charge like before. It needed only a moment of mental focus to use the skill, and even that was momentary.

『Be crushed to death───!』

A dragon head made of dark power accelerated towards Khan again, devouring space. Augrabes’s power had taken form through dark power. Since it involved directly consuming and digesting space, defense was deemed absolutely impossible.

And yet, running away wasn’t an option either, given the dragon’s speed was comparable to Khan’s. Khan’s choice was neither defense nor avoidance.

‘Break it apart.’

The double-bladed axe, slipped from Khan’s grip, transforms into the Dragon Fang as it soared, its mere throwing angle packing enough force to shatter the ground beneath. To an onlooker’s eyes, its speed resembled lightning!

In that instant, when the demonic energy-infused dragon collided with the teeth of the dragon born from the barbarian warrior’s superhuman strength and an enigmatic power akin to a game system, intending to consume each other—

Boom!

The aftermath of the collision caused pillars to fall and the precarious ceiling to shatter and tumble down. And at the heart of it all, the Dragon Fang pierced through the black magic dragon.

Not even the demonic energy that could crush space could stop the Dragon Fang, leading to its annihilation.

Naturally, even a ritual summoned by a transcendent being was no exception. As long as it had a physical form, the Dragon Fang crushed and obliterated it.

『No…!』

Before it could finish its death throes, Augurlavest’s manifested form was torn apart, caught in the dragon’s maw.

Hisss…

Khan, observing the aftermath of using the skill or perhaps the smoke rising and his hand reddened and heated, clicked his tongue as he slowly walked towards where Augurlavest’s form had been.

His stride was leisurely, already confident of victory.

Thunk.

Picking up his axe, now partially damaged, Khan slid it back into the Aecharis’ Pouch and lowered his head.

『Grrah… You—!』

The manifestation wasn’t completely annihilated. It could always draw upon its original power through the altar and return to its prime state. However, Khan was certain; unless it went mad, it wouldn’t make such a choice.

Khan, stepping on the head of Augurlavest’s manifestation, let out a scoff.

“Thinking of drawing more power through the altar would mean permanent loss of strength. You’d want to retrieve the powers vested by your master in me…. Considering the pride of your kind, you’d want revenge by all means.”

The demon had already used up all the sacrifices Shae had offered for its summoning. Despite forcibly drawing power, it faced defeat due to the limitations of its manifestation and the host, an entity beyond normal confines.

“What a sight to behold.”

Now, the demon was helplessly waiting for its manifestation’s dissipation.

However, Khan had no intention of granting it a quick death.

“While your manifestation descended upon Midland, your true self in hell will be left weakened.”

『You, how could… A mortal like you know this! Did that damned dark mage tell you everything…?!』

“Well, maybe.”

Naturally, this was information Khan had learned from his experience in the game. The demon hoped for either its manifestation to dissipate or the altar to be destroyed, severing its link. However, acting as the enemy desires is a fool’s errand.

“Shall we have a thorough conversation?”

Faced with Khan’s eerily smiling visage, Augurlavest’s manifestation shuddered.

“I’ve got a lot of questions. First of all…”

The Archdemon. Its exact location would be a good start for honest answers.

“If you don’t want to be backstabbed by other demons, that is.”
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『…….』

At Khan’s question, augrabes firmly shut his mouth.

There was no other choice.

Even Aecharis, a Scion of the Arch Demon, called a Lord of Hell, was a transcendent being whom the average God of a pantheon could not even stand against.

What, then, of the Arch Demon who had created such a scion? It was speculated that this being surpassed the gods of the pantheon, possibly having reached true divinity.

‘This guy. Does he know something?’

The name he uttered is not something a mere mortal should know.

Of course, if that mortal is a warrior chosen by the Goddess of Justice, that might be different….

‘Would that bitch have spoken about the Arch Demon to mortals? There’s no way. This must be his own deduction.’

Augrabes couldn’t fathom why a barbarian warrior from Hoarfrost Gorge would be interested in the Arch Demon’s deeds. What was clear, however, was that he was desperate enough to propose a deal with a demon.

‘In that case, there’s no need to keep playing along…’

“I can hear the wheels turning in your head from here. As always, you demons.”

Khan interrupted Augrabes’ reverie, reaching out his hand. Caught in the grip of a mortal, humiliation colored Augrabes’ eyes, but Khan simply sneered, further pouring scornful words.

“If you don’t answer my question, your incarnation will be trapped in Midland forever. A demon being kept like a pet by mortals, oh how the others in hell would revel in that.”

『Krhkhkh! Such a trifling threat. Amusing!』

“Trifling?”

『Yes!』

Augrabes retorted with black magic billowing from his eyes.

『My true self rests within His domain! Even if you imprison my incarnation here, who could harm me! Moreover, this is but a fraction of my consciousness. It doesn’t limit the movement of my true self─!』

Augrabes was not bluffing.


Separating a part of his consciousness and descending to Midland through the altar did carry a degree of risk. However, it did not leave his true self utterly defenseless. Just slightly diminished in stature.

And who would dare meddle with his true self resting in the domain of the Lord of Hell?

『Your arrogance is but for a moment. A mortal’s lifespan is but a flash compared to a transcendent’s! How long could you possibly restrain me!』

Indeed, forcibly binding a transcendent’s consciousness was nearly impossible for a mortal. At least a transcendent of equal standing would have needed to intervene, but weren’t the transcendent beings of Midland trapped in the Cradle of the Void?

‘The humiliation is temporary. Eventually, the altar’s offerings will be depleted, and the connection will naturally sever.’

He just needed to endure until then. With that resolution, augrabes remained silent.

Ordinary mortals here would likely act as Augrabes had anticipated.

However, Khan, being a Possessor, was different.

He knew well that the demons of Hell were in constant conflict with one another. Even those under the same lord were ever-vigilant, coveting each other’s positions.

The longer Augrabes’ consciousness was bound to Midland, the more he risked his position as the second herald being threatened by other demons.

And Khan had a way to keep his consciousness bound indefinitely.

Woooom.

Twitch—.

『You, could it be…?!』

“If this goes in here, could you, of all beings, have any way out?”

Augrabes visibly panicked at the sight of Aecharis’ pouch that had opened in the thin air.

To him, a demon who manipulates space, aecharis’ power was nothing short of a superior predator. After all, the ‘space devouring’ that he himself wielded originated from Aecharis.

Above all, with that power, it was fully possible to seal him in Midland. Only then did Augrabes realize the gravity of the situation he was in, and he became furious. To be driven to such a shameful corner by a mere mortal…!

“So. What are you going to do? If you’re going to keep your mouth shut, I’ll just throw you in here forever. If you answer obediently… I’ll let you go nicely.”

Augrabes agonized. Should he accept the humiliating offer extended by a mere mortal? His dilemma remained the same no matter how many times he pondered it.


‘I must accept.’

Already having suffered a blow to his dignity, being sealed would truly endanger his standing. But he couldn’t simply comply directly.

『Swear. By the Warrior God your race worships, the Goddess of Justice who chose you, and by your own name. That you will send my essence back through the altar in peace.』

“Hmm…”

Seeing Khan struggle to answer, augrabes smirked triumphantly. Just as I thought…!

He knew well that this race greatly revered the Warrior God and despised lies. And given that the Goddess of Justice, who had bestowed her divine power upon this being, was involved — if he swore by his name, he dared not play any tricks.

Above all, a vow made in the presence of a demon, using one’s ‘name’, carried actual weight. Breaking such a vow would exact a hefty toll.

『If you do not swear, there is no way I will open my mouth whatsoever.』

Revealing his resolve, augrabes closed his eyes completely, which prompted Khan to chuckle.

‘Well, a vow. There’s nothing I can’t pledge.’

What’s the big deal?

“By the names of the Warrior God of the Skull Mountain and the Goddess of Justice. I, Gordi Khan, promise to release you after getting the answers I want.”

『Fine! If you break your vow, the torments of hell will engulf and seize you.』

“Enough chatter. Just answer. Where is the Arch Demon?”

『Khkhkh.』

Augrabes’ reptilian eyes gleamed with scorn.

『I do not know. All I know is that the progenitor of all demons resides not in Hell, but elsewhere.』

“Not in Hell, you say?”

『The rulers of Hell are the progeny birthed by our progenitor. At least to my knowledge, the Arch Demon has never descended into Hell.』

So it seems. Indeed, the Arch Demon resides not in Hell but elsewhere, descending through the Great Demonic Ceremony. Just as Alpha said, not in any extradimensional regions of Midland.


‘Is it the same for True Dragons and Titans?’

Such beings couldn’t possibly reside just anywhere. Moreover, true Dragons and Titans, their sizes are said to surpass that of great mountain ranges.

“So, any rough idea where this Arch Demon might be hiding?”

『Well, considering a place worthy of a divine being’s residence, even through Midland and the numerous sub-dimensions, there aren’t many candidates. However, I’m under no obligation to explain that to you. Our agreement concluded after answering your first question.』

“Tch…”

Right, it wasn’t going to be that easy.

Khan managed to suppress his laughter upon seeing Augrabes trying to be cunning. He saw right through what the creature was trying to do.

Throwing out useless information while keeping its own formalities intact, thinking it had outsmarted Khan. Believing that Khan wouldn’t dare break their vow—.

“Well understood, you little shit.”

Khan reached out once more and grabbed Augrabes by the head. Despite the creature’s flustered attempts to escape, Khan had no intention of letting go.

Not from the start.

“Good work, and let’s not see each other for a while.”

『You…! Dare you to break the oath! You won’t get away unscathed either! Even if you could bear the consequence, you swore in the name of the gods!』

“I don’t believe in such things as gods.”

Khan smacked the creature’s mouth with his hand, smiling wickedly.

“And… you should have read the contract more carefully.”

‘Gordi Khan is the name of this body, not my name.’

Muttering internally a fact that would make the creature seethe in desperate frustration, Khan opened the pouch of Aeckaris.

“Next time, beware of swindlers. That is if there is a next time.”

『You────!!』

As the pouch of Aeckaris absorbed the essence and closed, Khan, creating a separate prison inside the pouch, licked his lips with a hint of regret.

‘No experience gained.’

***

The aftermath of the battle with Augrabes left the central area’s oldest and most central building long since turned to ruins. It was considered fortunate that it hadn’t completely collapsed, but the skirmish was of such a magnitude.

Despite the grueling ordeal and not gaining any experience, Khan wasn’t the least bit regretful.

‘Surely, I’m making progress.’

If before it seemed like he was aimlessly drifting in search of the traces of ‘old gods’, the events in Argon were faintly paving a way for him.

The clues left by Alpha encountered in the Demonic Realm. Mortalia, the Void, and the Arch Demon. If Maya handled her task properly, something more might be learned through Mortalia’s relic. Of course, that role wasn’t for him but for another to undertake.

The very person who decrypted the Western Great Mountains’ mythology for him and hinted at the lineage of the Argon royalty. With her unfathomable wisdom, she surely could decipher the mysteries contained within Mortalia’s relic.

And above all.

‘I am becoming stronger.’

His growth, which had been stagnating for a while, was now sharply rising through various incidents.

Three A-grade skills and a strength stat nearing 70. His equipment ensemble was also coming together. In the storyline of the game, we are now entering Act 2 according to the timeline. At this point, he’s become strong enough that, if he so desired, he could easily handle the main quest of Act 2. Perhaps even Act 3…

‘First things first, I must check the relics.’

She had everything prepared — how to move should a situation arise, the identity and fighting style of attackers, and even the suitable equipment to use.

‘If she can’t handle this, it’s going to be difficult to keep her around in the future.’

With thoughts of joining up at the auction house, Khan took his first steps.

Cree-eak… Cre-ak.

Just then, an ominous sound from underfoot made Khan scrunch up his face and look down. The foundation of the building, barely holding together, was now splitting open like drought-stricken earth, as if it was about to shatter into pieces at any moment.

“What the—!”

He tried to leap away in haste, but it was already too late. That final step had instead sealed his fate.

BOOM—!

As the ground collapsed, Khan, with his innate sense of balance, quickly assessed the situation below. He wondered just how far the aftermath had spread, as the weight of the collapsing debris caused a chain reaction of destruction.

After falling for what felt like a dozen seconds, just as his body adapted to the sensation of floating, Khan flipped himself upside down in mid-air. He then triggered a leap, using a piece of falling debris as a platform.

Naturally, it was an impractical move, more of a misstep, but the skill activated correctly.

—Grade D Effect, safe Landing :: Fall damage is significantly reduced.

Thud.

With only a slight tingling sensation, Khan managed to land safely and let out a sigh of relief as he looked around.

It appeared he had entered a cave, but the smooth state of the walls suggested it was an artificially carved hollow. And then…

“A stone tablet?”

In the center of the hollow, there was a stone tablet, intricately engraved with what seemed to be records of some kind.

‘An artificially made underground hollow with a stone tablet recording something.’

It was clearly screaming ‘there’s something here,’ and unable to hide his excitement, Khan hurriedly approached the stone tablet.

“Let’s see…”

As if he had known all along what it would say, Khan’s face hardened at a particular section of the tablet’s preamble.
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Chapter 112. Lawless City (12)

The characters inscribed on the stone slab were in an ancient language.

To be precise, it was the language of a great empire that once ruled over ancient civilizations, and the script on the slab itself was not difficult to read. The problem was that the content was so esoteric that even while reading, it didn’t quite sink in.

Khan felt like he was slogging through a paper in a field he’d never been associated with in his life due to work, when he realized something: the content of the stone slab resembled minutes from a meeting of ancient mages.

The characters inscribed on the stone tablets were in an ancient language.

Specifically, it was the language of the great empire that once ruled ancient civilization. While the characters themselves were not difficult to read, the content was so complex that it was hard to grasp even as he read.

Khan, taking in the script with the same feeling he had when he had to reluctantly read papers in an unfamiliar field for work, discovered something when he realized that the stone tablet’s content resembled the minutes of an ancient order’s meetings.

「…Transcendent Gene Experiment Results. Test subject Argos’s biological signals showed explosive increases. Conversely, the internal energy of the gene drastically declined. Additionally, there were partial inclinations based on the characteristics of the gene….」

「…Test subject Argos discarded. Instead, it was decided to observe whether the gene could be passed on to future generations through breeding experiments. To that end, a town was established in the area where the dragon’s genes had been discovered….」

「…Discussing the world’s laws. One hundred ninety-nine enlightened individuals and one outsider gathered in the council….」

「…The time of all life ultimately concludes with death. Death is but a progression. It is the sole law of this world. So spoke the many sages in unison. But the sorcerer disagreed. The sages mocked, saying that even the greatest sorcerer does not always speak the truth, but the sorcerer….」

Krrrrkkk! Snap!

After forcibly prying the firmly fixed stone slab and slipping it into Aecharis’ pouch, Khan let out a meaningful laugh.

‘Meeting minutes that mention both the relic of Mortalia and its alias are in one place.’

Could this really be a coincidence? No, it couldn’t be.

Curiosity about the origins of the city of Bates surged within him. It was said to have been formed from the remnants of an old ruin that had attracted people, so perhaps more similar artifacts lay hidden somewhere in the city.

To find those records, the entire city would need to be thoroughly searched, which would be impossible alone. Instead, it would be feasible to involve those who were desperate to turn Bates inside out. Normally, barbarian like him wouldn’t associate with such people…

‘Well, if they have a problem with it, they can take it up with the Goddess of Justice.’

After all, I have drunk tea with that god, engaged in deep conversations, and made various deals. What could these mere mortals possibly do about it?

***


Chaos spread quickly and quietly, especially among those who were in a position to closely monitor the situation across the continent.

People from the continent who had gathered to acquire ‘relics’ survived an attack by the fallen one one and returned home. As word spread quietly that the residents of Bates had captured one of the fallen one one and put it up for auction—

“Damn it all! This is crossing the line by a wide margin! We need to arrest those involved immediately for questioning and cut off any loose ends!”

“It’s an opportunity. If we can quickly fill the void created by this incident, we can significantly bolster our faction’s power before the succession ceremony…”

“Sort out your assets quickly! Tell them to sell off anything that takes time for as cheap as possible!”

Immediate purges of involved individuals were carried out, and movements by factions aiming to take their places intertwined like a chain reaction, along with the asylum of individuals with no significant positions but plenty of secrets to hide.

Of course, this turmoil played out among the peripheral kingdoms, far from the empire at the center of the continent, but its impact was undeniably significant.

“Although I have devoted myself to the gods, today, I must raise my voice not as their servant, but as the cardinal of the Pantheon Church, against this vile act. The heavens have spoken to us, stating that we have the right to equality under our divine parents.”

“Therefore, we have decided. There shall be no man who treats another as mere property in this continent. And we solemnly declare: should such an act happen again, a rightful purge in the name of the Pantheon shall be carried out.”

“I swear on the authority of the Cardinal and my devoted life to the gods: Purification……”

***

“Is what they say true? Then aren’t we in big trouble too?”

“What can we do about that? We can’t just not run away, can we?”

“Oh dear, boss. What would we do for food and living without you?”

“Anyway… enough of that. Just make sure you wrap up the business properly. Get rid of anything even remotely risky!”

After sending his subordinate away with an awkward face, Kell scratched his greasy hair and looked up.

“Damn it. Is that guy dead or what? He’s been holed up in that room upstairs for days and hasn’t come out….”

Amidst all this, the one who should be the busiest has been hiding in Kell’s house for three days without showing his face.

What on earth is he doing up there? There are occasional loud noises that scare everyone out of their sleep. The stoic spearman with a dull complexion comes downstairs demanding enormous meals, keeping everyone on their toes.

‘Damn it, could they honestly be up there getting cozy? No, that can’t be it. No matter how impressive a barbarian is, they wouldn’t make that kind of racket… right?’


Trying hard to erase such absurd imaginations from his mind, Kell’s head turned towards the entrance. Was something going on outside too?

Lately, bates had been suffering through troubles inside and out.

“I told them to keep a low profile, what on earth is all this commotion now?”

“Boss!”

“Now what?! You little shit, didn’t I tell you to finish up the business, what chaos are you causing now…!”

“It’s not that! It’s a huge problem!”

Just as Kell was about to unleash a tirade, he paused upon the subordinate’s panicked intrusion.

“No, could it be? Huh?”

In front of Kell, who asked with a desperate expression and trembling voice, the subordinate lowered his head gloomily and spoke in a small, fearful voice. The words struck Kell like a bolt from the blue.

And the first thing that came to his mind was the person holed up upstairs and not coming out.

“Stay calm, first of all. Where exactly are they?”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m asking how far they’ve come!”

“The last guy to tell me said the procession was quite long, so it might take a while…”

“Then, you guys go out and cause a bit of a riot, scatter and hide. Just buy as much time as possible. Got it? But don’t get caught in the process.”

“Yes…!”

After that, Kell checked if there was anything ‘not suitable for others to see’ left unattended in his house.

Following the attack by demon worshippers that threw the entire city into chaos, Kell, sensing the imminent turmoil, managed to clear out a third of his business operations. Still uneasy, he liquidated part of his assets to evacuate some residents from the outer areas.

“Phew… it’s clean. The real problem, though, are the ones already dead.”

What exactly had happened, the residents of the central area had been massacred. Even worse, the bodies were mutilated as if torn apart by beasts, with the count exceeding hundreds.


With insufficient manpower and information to clean up the mess they left behind, it was overwhelming enough for Kell, a central district resident, to consider giving up the cleanup.

“… I was at the very bottom of the pecking order, so that should be fine.”

The notoriety of ‘those things’ currently storming into Bates is well-known across the continent, but if he were to offer his full cooperation, he couldn’t simply be dismissed. Above all, since he never dabbled in anything explicitly illegal….

Bang──!!

“Ugh.”

At that moment, Kell’s face turned pale when he heard the loud noise from above. The warm sunlight illuminated Kell’s face, giving off the illusion that the entire mansion was basking in light, accompanied by a cool breeze that grazed his cheeks-.

‘Why are sunlight and wind…?’

His mansion, built to avoid the prying eyes of other residents, was designed to be closed off, with no way for sunlight or a refreshing breeze to enter. Suddenly snapping back to reality, Kell screamed and hurriedly ran beneath the hole that had appeared in the ceiling.

“My, my house─!”

The hole, which stretched from the first to the third floor and was about as wide as Kell’s outstretched arms, allowed sunlight and air to pour in. On the second floor, Maya, holding a glowing golden jewel, was staring at the sky with a shocked expression.

“You, you bastards! What the hell are you doing in someone else’s house!”

“If you gain something new, it’s natural to want to try it out.”

“What, what?”

With a light leap, Khan landed effortlessly on the first floor and straightened his messy hair before speaking.

“It’s just a mansion to spare, what does it matter. Just pick any empty mansion and claim it as your own.”

“…Oh. Really?”

“It’s not like the dead will complain about vacating a room. Just deal with it. It’s not like you’re leaving Bates to start a new life anyway.”

Well, he does have a point. Persuaded almost without realizing it, Kell nodded. But then he raised his voice, belatedly puzzled by the cause of the hole.

‘It wasn’t a spell, so how exactly did they make identical holes on each floor?’

When Kell cautiously posed the question, Khan shook his head.

“I’m not sure. It wasn’t my doing.”

“Then?”

“Maya.”

“I can’t be certain, but it seems that depending on how mana is infused, different effects can be achieved. However, that method is too complex for someone of an average level to….”

“It’s impossible, that’s what you mean.”

“Yes. If you haven’t been taught mana manipulation techniques by a family or mentor like me, it would be impossible for ordinary warriors to even infuse mana.”

Maya, clutching the jewel, explained with a weary expression.

“Your lordship may not understand, being without mana, but it’s no different for a mage. Typically, mages barely manage to guide mana according to the formulas of spells. At least, if it were someone from the mage tower… Yann might be able to do it.”

Khan nodded at the explanation.

“That’s fine since we have suitable candidates.”

While it might have become a bit awkward to face her, given her personality, she wouldn’t refuse. Above everything, her abilities meant that unlocking the hidden options within the Mortalia’s Jewel was well within the realm of possibility.

『Mortalia’s Jewel of Stupor』 (Legendary)

─A jewel created by the Dark Mage Mortalia. It contains the power to interfere with space, though many of its functions are currently sealed.

─??? (Sealed)

Even in its state with unrevealed options, it’s already of legendary rank. It’s a mystery what secrets it holds, and it might very well trigger a hidden quest.

“The next destination is roughly decided. But before that…”

I have to take care of all the annoying matters.

***

A group overlooking the scenery of Bates, a city without walls, was present.

“This is Bates. How dare they indulge in such nefarious deeds…!”

“Please, hold yourself back, Priest Rino. Aren’t we here precisely to reveal those misdeeds in all their clarity?”

“Ah, indeed.”

Wearing the priest robes of the Pantheon Church and escorted by soldiers from various nations, the awkward performances they repeated marked them as part of an inspection team, chosen representatives of the priests from the nations surrounding Bates.

They aimed to clearly expose all of Bates’ wrongdoings performed in the shadows and to impose punishment in the name of the church.

“Considering the Cardinal himself has said as much, my position might be at risk if we don’t proceed accordingly.”

“We must find the responsible party as quickly as possible and ensure our safety. If not, we might have to set someone up as a scapegoat…”

Essentially, those who had turned a blind eye to Bates’ misdeeds gathered to assert their own innocence in a performance of sorts.

“According to the information we obtained beforehand, most of those who led to this calamity by auctioning the corrupted ones are already dead. However, there are still those who are… suspicious.”

“Ah, I’ve heard. Heresy. The barbarian from the Hoarfrost Gorge were said to have rampaged here and there on that day…”

“It’s hard to think their appearance was merely a coincidence. Perhaps, they could be the leaders of demon worshippers…”

And so, blinded by their rush to capture the perpetrator, their primary target was determined.

“Then, it’s decided.”

“Yes. Starting with the race of heretics seems like the most definitive method.”

And that target was none other than Khan.
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Chapter 113. In the Name of the Goddess (1)

The appearance of a two-hundred-strong escort encompassing a coalition of multiple nations alongside a surveillance team of priests who wield divine power enveloped the entirety of Bates in a heavy silence. Fearing that they might be caught if they were noticed, the residents hid themselves away entirely.

“Tsk. A city filled with filth.”

Priest Rino, unable to hide his disgust, pinched his nose.

“How could this place have been neglected to this extent? It is clearly the negligence of the surrounding nations. We cannot overlook this responsibility.”

“Your words, Priest Rino, are indeed right.”

“Indeed, someone who handles high blessings truly has exceptional insight. Speaking of which, by bestowing a blessing before, you became the spiritual father of the youngest prince, I heard…”

“Hmm, a spiritual father? How could one who has turned to God tie himself to the secular matters of the royal family? It is merely an arrangement to convey the teachings of the grand temple from time to time.”

“That in itself is a significant matter. The heavens above would rejoice.”

The priests, who were uplifting Rino as if they were not in the lawless city of Bates but following the empire’s system, showed not a hint of wariness. Perhaps it was because they trusted the soldiers surrounding them like a fortress.

“Still, it is a relief. Initially, I was worried that some disorder might ensue.”

“Ha. Priest Rino. Those vermin wouldn’t dare interfere with the church’s surveillance team. They lack the courage and have gathered here for that very reason.”

Because it was a surveillance team under the name of the Pantheon Church.

To provoke a team established at the behest of the cardinal? That would give the church’s holy knights’ corps a reason to mobilize directly, and everyone knew that would turn Bates into ruins.

Therefore, while the priests worried about resolving the matter, they did not worry about attacks from criminals.

This was because the headquarters of the church had promised to send a significant figure, someone even appointed as a paladin.

“However, I am a bit worried. Starting the actual surveillance after the paladin joins us…”

“Ha. That’s why we must complete the surveillance first. We mustn’t burden those who tirelessly work for the peace of the continent with such trifling matters.”

“Indeed! That’s Priest Rino for you…!”

Rino, who responded with a benevolent smile, had a sharp glint in his eyes.


‘Paladins are but blades serving only the will of the God. They lack even the slightest flexibility. If the surveillance were to be conducted under the paladin’s lead…’

That would be problematic.

Hiding his true thoughts behind a gentle smile, Rino led the surveillance team towards the central district of Bates. As they marched and occupied the streets, the eyes following them gradually disappeared.

“This is the place, isn’t it?”

“Yes… I personally saw those barbarian enter here with my own eyes.”

“Hmm. I see. Then…”

“W-Wait. You promised to let me go, right?!”

“Of course. The Lord will also accept your repentance. For He is merciful.”

“T-Thank you!”

The man with a sly look hurried away without looking back. Rino, who had sent him off with a smile, immediately hardened his expression and whispered to the escort’s deputy.

“Understood. I will deal with him quietly, outside of the city…”

“Ha ha. No need to repeat it in words. Then, I’m entrusting this to you.”

As a part of the escort vanished quietly following the man, Rino and his group of inspectors, positioned on either side, stood before the building where the ‘subject of inspection’ was believed to be hiding. Their number nearly reaching a hundred, it was almost reminiscent of a war.

After forcibly opening the mansion’s door and securing the entrance to the garden, priests followed behind the portion of the escort that had proceeded.

“The inspection team of the Pantheon Church is here. We shall give you the chance to prove your innocence with your own hands, so come out now!”

The captain of the guards, clad in a shining full-body armor, bellowed loudly. Though not a knight per se, his body was so extensively covered in magical artifacts that even the residents of Bates or the barbarian of Hoarfrost Gorge could easily be subdued.

Following his loud call, the captain momentarily fell silent, looking at Rino, the de facto leader of the inspection team, for his opinion. Rino quietly nodded.

“If you won’t come out willingly, we shall proceed by force! We have already offered you the chance to explain─!”

Silence was their only response to his final warning. Following Rino’s lead with a nod, soldiers with hammers stepped forward at the entrance of the mansion, ready to break down the door.

Bang──!


“Ugh!”

“Aargh!”

“Did people just fly?”

Priest Rino exclaimed, dumbfoundedly muttering as he watched soldiers disappear out of sight, screaming. But why- they were the ones swinging the hammer.

“I didn’t expect such a crowd.”

Heavy. Not in terms of the depth or pitch, but something forceful seemed to be embedded within the voice itself. Rino, feeling a pressure as if an intangible force was weighing down on him, caught sight of a warrior in gray amidst the wreckage of the door.

The door, wide enough for two people to pass through, seemed fully occupied by the giant figure. His muscles reminiscent of an Orc warrior encountered in the Potsral Mountains, exuded an oppressive aura without even wielding a weapon.

“Surround him─! The inspection subject is resisting!”

The only one who hadn’t lost his cool and raised his voice calmly, the captain drew his sword and shield. Following his lead, close to a hundred guards readied themselves, forming a semi-circle and widening their distance.

Amidst the silence and tension pressing down on the mansion’s garden, Rino, who had belatedly regained his composure, wiped off his cold sweat and stepped back.

Gulp.

He was a priest capable of performing high blessings.

Said to possess mental fortitude beyond ordinary men. Yet, Rino was panicking at the sound of a voice?

‘Strange. There’s something about this man…!’

“Kneel down peacefully!”

While the perceived threat level of the barbarian skyrocketed within Rino, the captain remained as calm as he was initially. Gradually, Rino too regained his calm.

‘Right, there are so many of us… A mere human. He can’t possibly handle all of us. Unless he’s a superhuman…’

Moreover, there was a paladin among them. Though not present at the moment, the mere thought of her arriving soon wiped away any trace of anxiety.

“Wait, captain. Let me talk to him first.”

“Father, it’s dangerous.”


“No. Did we not pose a threat first ourselves? They, the barbarian, are uncivilized and exceedingly violent. They might have misunderstood our intentions.”

“In that case…”

The other priests looked at Rino, murmuring about his generosity and how impressive it was that he remained calm even in front of barbarian heretics. Ignoring their chatter, Rino stopped at a distance from the barbarian.

“I hope you can understand our aggressive approach. The Bates incident was so severe that we had to act quickly…”

“Enough. Call your leader.”

“There is no specific leader, but I am the representative for now.”

“That cannot be true.”

“I don’t understand what you’re getting at.”

Rino’s voice grew a bit lower.

In the Alliance, the priest known as the prince’s mentor was none other than Rino himself. To even show respect to something as trivial as a barbarian heretic was a huge concession and mercy on Rino’s part. And they respond like this? Indeed, is mercy a luxury for barbarian?

“… Please cooperate quietly. We have already obtained testimonies that you were seen around Bates on the day of the incident. The mere fact that a barbarian, an inherently heretical being, rampaged on the same day as demon worshippers is enough for us to enforce a sentence by force. The fact that we are attempting to talk to you is a tremendous mercy.”

As if to affirm his words, the guard captain raised his weapon towards the barbarian.

That should be enough for the barbarian to understand. Just as Rino predicted and began to back away,

“These bastards, after all the trouble of cleaning up their mess…”

Chilling.

The voice of the barbarian roared low like a beast.

“Attack──!”

Unable to conquer a moment of fear, one of the lieutenants impulsively ordered the soldiers to rush in – ururur. The guard captain, regretting it immediately, tried to issue a stop command, but it was too late.

Bang!

With a single punch, the barbarian sent three men flying one after the other. Growing tired of throwing punches individually, the barbarian grabbed someone and swung them around like a club, causing Rino’s mouth to hang open in shock.

“Father, please bestow your blessings…!”

Immediately, Rino and the other priests knelt down.

It was to offer prayers to the gods. Whom they would pray to had already been decided. To the goddess who most actively bestowed her blessings when facing heretics, the guardian of justice in Midland, punishing evil.

If her blessing was added to the soldiers, they would surely be able to handle the barbarian…!

“O justice of the gods! Grant them the strength to punish the heretic…”

Closing their eyes, they chanted the prayer and called out to Her. It wouldn’t be long until She responded to the lambs’ prayers by bestowing her blessing.

“Oh…”

“The Goddess Herself!”

The goddess of justice responded to Rino’s call. A mighty being whose presence was beyond the mere perception of mortals descended upon Rino’s consciousness. The same was true for the other priests, who trembled with joy.

“O goddess of the sword and scales guarding Midland’s justice…”

It was not guaranteed that praying would result in the direct descent of a god. At most, they would indirectly bestow their blessing. What could that possibly mean?

‘It means that the Goddess has become enraged to such an extent by the behavior of that heretical barbarian!’

Being able to encounter the presence of the higher gods of the Pantheon even once in a lifetime is considered a sign of immense favor. Rino shouted in ecstasy, believing his faithfulness had been rewarded.

However.

“You! Insolent barbarian! The Goddess herself has descended to punish you…!”

It was revealed through the Goddess’s wrath that this was merely Rino’s misunderstanding.

“The divine power is scattering?!”

“Oh Goddess! Why do you withdraw your blessings…!”

The chaos that started among the priests soon spread to the entire guard unit. It was as if something was constricting their minds and bodies, much like the Goddess had cursed them.

This was the Goddess’s fury. A severe punishment meted out to the mortals who dared to threaten the Goddess’s chosen representative without knowing their place.

‘What in the world…!’

For the priests and the guards who were unaware of the circumstances, the mere fact of the Goddess’s wrath was terrifying enough.

“Such a fuss. If you were going to be angry, why didn’t you stop this from the beginning?”

The barbarian addressed the Goddess with a casual joke, exacerbating the chaos—

The scene came to a dramatic close as a girl with silver hair, shimmering brilliantly in the sunlight, made her appearance.

“…Caused trouble again, have you?”

The girl, wearing pure white armor over the cloth armor woven by the Empire’s master craftsman, approached the barbarian, her light footsteps stirring her hair.

“The troublemaker would be them. They grabbed an innocent person. There’s no bigger mischief-maker than that.”

“What are you talking about? The mischief-maker isn’t me, it’s Khan.”

“Going to the Empire just made your tongue longer for nothing. The tiny height remains the same… Is the Pantheon church skimping on the food?”

Thump.

“That hurts.”

“It’s supposed to.”

Somehow, the conversation brimming with nostalgia made both the barbarian warrior and the paladin laugh together.

TL’s Corner:

Okay, so the sword of the goddess is back. I forgot her name though, but it should be mentioned next chapter.
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 114

				
With her silver hair gently swaying and a pure white sword hanging at her waist, the girl, or rather, the lady she seemed to have become, aries gave a faint smile that could easily be missed unless looked at closely.

‘It’s been months since we last met, and she’s changed so much.’

Kids grow up so fast, don’t they? Of course, it wasn’t just her aura that had changed.

‘She’s become stronger.’

Her calm demeanor and stable posture hadn’t changed much compared to before. Her swordsmanship skills probably improved, but without confirmation, it was uncertain. Nevertheless, Khan felt Aries’ growth. He was sensing it.

‘They’re resonating.’

The ‘Mark of the Abyss’ located near his right chest stirred the moment it faced Aries, as though being drawn to her. As if both halves were trying to come together.

An artifact embodied with the goddess’s divinity, drawn to a paladin who serves the goddess? It may seem natural, but there was no such reaction from Elena, the goddess’s balance. This meant Aries was special.

‘She said she was receiving divinity at the main temple.’

He recalled hearing this when he faced the Goddess of Justice in Al-Ranzas. He thought it merely meant receiving more divine power, but perhaps there was more to it…

“Have you become an apostle?”

“No. Just preparing.”

Her casual reply concealed content that would astonish all on the continent. One of the higher gods of the Pantheon, the Goddess of Justice, had designated her apostle and bestowed divinity? It was synonymous with the arrival of a new superhuman.

Not the superhuman commonly referred to by laypeople as knights, paladins, or mages. But a true ‘superhuman’ transcending human realms!

‘Damn, that’s ridiculously unfair….’

Even in a mellow RPG game, there usually are quests like job changes involving hunting minor mobs, but merely receiving divinity propels significant growth. It’s a stark demonstration of how irrational the existence of a paladin could be.

“Of course, one must possess the corresponding aptitude and a character beloved by the gods. But still….”

Some trek naked across the snowfields, wrestling with snowfield greenskins, enduring near-death experiences through devilish mazes, playing tag against ogres, demolishing a city trying to knock out a wyvern, encountering minions of the void…

Just listing them tightened the chest with how tirelessly one must grind away yet failing to hit level 30-.

“Ahem. Well, congratulations are in order.”


Khan, coming back to his senses, offered Aries his congratulations. On reflection, him, with his endlessly growing stats and skills, was truly the epitome of irrationality.

“Not really?”

“…Next time, ask the goddess to extend your growth plate or something. Ouch.”

Khan, about to complain about being hit, suddenly closed his mouth and turned away.

“….”

“….”

As if they had seen an elf learn humility, hundreds of eyes froze and concentrated on them.

‘A paladin of the church conversing amicably with an almost heretical barbarian?’

Such thoughts were transparently conveyed through their gazes, making Khan scratch the back of his head. It wasn’t the time for easing tensions.

“First, we should deal with these….”

“Let the two of you continue your unfinished conversation in peace. I’ll handle the aftermath.”

“Hmm?”

Interrupting Khan, the one who stepped forward was a golden-haired knight…No, he was a paladin.

“Squire.”

If one were to interpret Aries’ speech pattern, which was akin to an interjection, it meant that this shiny guy was claiming to be her squire. And his face felt vaguely familiar.

Even compared to the nobles of the empire, his blond hair was dazzlingly splendid. His blue eyes seemed indifferent at first but held a burning passion. Opposite to his delicate facial features, his body was well-trained. Truly, he bore the image of a nobleman as if he were straight out of a painting.

Perhaps, his face was most suited for the role of a hero or a warrior in stories. If seen somewhere, it was a face one couldn’t easily forget, irritating as it might be.

‘Where have I seen him before…?’

The contemplation didn’t last long. If not in reality, then it must be from within a game. Considering Khan remembered him, it meant he was a notable character within the game, specifically narrowing down to a paladin…

“My name is Leonir. Please, feel free to call me Leo.”


It clicked. Leonir. Adding his omitted last name, leonir von Istanil.

‘So this is how the future is supposed to unfold.’

In the distant future, he would become the youngest leader to take office as the commander of the paladin order, enjoying a splendid reputation as one of the continent’s heroes and receiving the affection of most gods in the pantheon. Also, he would be the main culprit hastening the fall of the Pantheon Church.

One of the bosses in the 7th Act, contributing to the empire’s downfall.

‘The Traitor Leonir.’

Assigned as the squire of Aries who survived by Khan’s doing, and as a result.

Just as Darkin Perayas, who was the boss of the 5th Act but got involved due to an accidental chance. Khan encountered Leonir much earlier than expected.

***

“Why is that?”

“Nothing much.”

“You do have that look, though.”

“It’s just a bit surprising a little girl to have a squire.”

Although attempting to lighten the mood with a playful joke, aries, sensing an odd tone in Khan’s face, just closed her mouth tight. Khan, for one, wished he could spill everything but divulging his biggest secret wasn’t something he could afford.

“Anyway… it’s not immediately relevant. We should prioritize our tasks, shouldn’t we?”

“That’s right.”

“As I’ve also written in the letter, augrabas’ will descended here in Bates. Thankfully, we were able to fend it off, but it almost caused a catastrophe. Pantheon Church is aware of this, right?”

Aries nodded slightly.

It was an affirmation. Considering her concise way of expressing, it heavily implied that the Pantheon Church took the matter very seriously. The fact that Aries, who was virtually affirmed as the next Apostle, personally came all the way to this remote area proved it.

“The demon’s power remaining in Khan’s chest. That’s what it was after.”

“Correct. It might have ended as a simple attack otherwise – at most, the number of demon contractors increasing. It decided to descend its physical embodiment the moment it recognized my presence.”


Had he not been in Bates, shae would not have ended as a vessel for the demon, but instead would have become a demon contractor, plunging Midland into chaos.

“That’s not the only thing.”

Before Khan had a chance to ask, aries continued with additional information.

“Aecharis. That demon’s powers have weakened.”

Factions stirring up, demon worshippers that the church needed to be wary of, or dark mages often used the ‘Pit of Aecharis’ for their escapes, making their pursuit a rather tricky affair. However, due to a fragment of power being sealed in the ‘Vessel of Greed’, the activation of the ‘Pit of Aecharis’ itself became unstable.

“The church has launched a surprise purge, making them anxious as well.”

“They must be desperate to take the power from me, in such a situation.”

Aries nodded.

‘It’s only the Pantheon Church that’s riled up.’

Just as they were desperately thrashing about to survive, so too, the Pantheon Church would be able to expel more dark mages and demon worshippers from the continent.

It seemed the church’s intent of willingly handing over an apostolic candidate had finally become clear.

“You must have been told to stay by my side and cling to life as best as you can, right?”

“Half correct.”

“Half?”

“Would you like me to explain that part, sir Khan?”

“…Leonir.”

“You may call me Leo, if you please.”

Khan furrowed his brows at the appearance of the nobleman, who seemed to brighten the surroundings merely by entering.

“Let’s hear it.”

“Yes.”

Traitor Leonir.

Or rather, the future would see him as such. Currently, he was a prospective paladin whom the church was focusing on after Aries. With a light smile, leo began to explain.

“First, I must express my admiration for Your Excellency’s astonishing martial prowess in vanquishing a demon alone…”

“Get to the point.”

“Haha… I was thinking the same. Well, let me explain in my own way.”

Where did the stern face he showed at first go? Leo laughed out loud, wearing a refreshing smile.

“You mentioned sealing the essence of a demon using a certain method. The Cardinals, however, doubt the credibility of those words. It’s a natural suspicion, I suppose. Although it was reported to the church by your illustrious actions alongside Dame Aries and Priestess Elena…”

“Well, being a barbarian, it’s understandable they wouldn’t easily trust me.”

“Yes. Exactly.”

Leo, who readily acknowledged this without showing any prejudice or wariness, said:

“However, I believe the Cardinals have made a mistake. How could the servants doubt the warrior chosen by the Goddess of Justice? That would be blasphemous in itself. A major disrespect to both apostles. Above all.”

He then sparkled his eyes towards Khan.

“We should take a page from your heroic deeds and the wisdom you displayed in breaking down the prejudices against barbarian. It’s time for us to reform.”

“…”

What nonsense is this?

Before Khan could respond to the oddly straying conversation, leo knelt on one knee and bowed his head.

“Please, come with us to the headquarters!”

In the midst of silence shared between Khan and Aries, leo, seemingly oblivious to the atmosphere, shouted once more, “We beseech you to contribute the artifact of the demon to the heavens. That is the collective will of the Church.”

With those words, leo quietly awaited Khan’s response, curious about how his image was constructed in the minds of others, seeing in their gaze the bright sparkle typical of a loyal dog.

‘Surely not…’

“Out of curiosity, have you ever spoken with a mercenary named Ron?” he asked.

“Of course, I have. He was a man of great faith. I’ve even heard some tales of justice from him.”

That damned mouth again… Grinding his teeth at the thought of the fool’s face that flashed through his mind, Khan frowned.

The future boss mob admiring him was unthinkable. That burning, pure passion in his eyes couldn’t possibly be an act. If it were, the man should have been employed by a theater, not a paladin.

Above all, the ‘turning point event’ that would corrupt him had not yet occurred. Currently, he was nothing more than a paladin brimming with zeal, genuinely concerned about the future and direction of the Church. Depending on how things were handled, it was possible to fully convert the future boss mob into an ally.

‘No, that’s not what’s important right now.’

Setting aside the matter of Leo for the moment, the immediate concern was the proposition from the leadership of the Pantheon Church. The suggestion to come to the Empire, the headquarters of the Church…

‘It’s not the will of the Pantheon.’

The gods residing in the heavens rarely reveal their opinions. Khan had faced the Goddess of Justice several times mainly because she mistook him for the Warrior God’s champion and also due to saving Aries’ life.

As evidence, the priests calling themselves the Inspection Team failed to perceive her intentions until she made an indirect descent. And that would be no different for the priests at the headquarters.

‘Perhaps the Pope.’

This proposition likely stemmed solely from the judgement of the church’s leadership. The gods of the Pantheon probably intended to observe the situation from afar, dignifiedly.

Therefore, what Khan needed to consider was just one thing.

‘The intention of the church’s leadership.’

If there was a reason to invite a barbarian warrior from Hoarfrost Gorge, practically a heretic by birth, to the main headquarters of the Church, it would be…

“I’ve made my decision.”

Considering the events that would unfold in the future, how the church’s leadership maneuvered, and separate from that, the intention of the Goddess of Justice in sending Aries to him—a magnet for demon worshippers—Khan came to a conclusion.

“I will…”
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115. In the Name of the Goddess (3)

“I cannot understand it.”

“What?”

In the room, left alone with Aries, Leo murmured weakly, his head bowed.

“That… No, the warrior’s choice.”

Leo unwittingly changed his way of addressing Khan and then hastily corrected himself, a sign of his wavering heart. The cause was none other than Khan’s decision.

“Why… Why did the warrior refuse the church’s offer? Possessing the demon’s essence, there’s nowhere on the continent safe for him. Of course, with his grace’s powers, he could easily handle any average demonic follower but… No, that’s not it.”

Leo shook his head, negating his own train of thought.

‘Right, it’s natural to mistrust the cardinals of the church.’

Most of the faithful at the headquarters seemed unaware, but Leo knew. He was aware that not many cardinals were free of political maneuvering. Their faith might not be false, but that doesn’t mean they are driven purely by it.

Take Bates, for instance; the church could have purified the threat at any time with their power. But they delayed for paltry reasons until a demon was summoned.

‘I wanted to change that.’

Hence, he became a Paladin and volunteered to be Aries’, a candidate for apostleship, squire. Being noticed by her and accomplishing numerous tasks seemed to him the fastest way to a significant position within the Order of the Paladins.

Leo’s guess was half correct.

If he could safely escort the demon’s essence to the headquarters with Aries, he could achieve enough merit to substantially shorten his tenure as a squire. The problem was Khan’s refusal.

“Our mission is to safely escort the demon’s essence along with the warrior who defeated it to the headquarters… But now, the warrior, the one who should be escorted, refused to go to the headquarters. In this situation…”

Following a ‘Paladin-like’ mode of operation, they should execute the mission forcefully if necessary. However, the subject was someone who not only slew a wyvern alone but also subdued a demonic realm and sealed the demon’s essence. Besides, just before, wasn’t it the Goddess of Justice himself who stepped in to protect him?

Defying the church’s orders outright could provoke a tremendous backlash. Ultimately, Leo found himself unable to choose either path. In truth, as a squire, Leo had no real authority to make decisions. Ultimately, the direction of the mission rested with Aries…

“Do you have any plans of your own?”

“We will carry out the mission. Someday.”


“Someday?”

Aries’s answer was succinct.

“Nobody told me how soon to bring him.”

The church’s command held no importance to her, at least for now.

“The escort continues. Until Khan decides to go to the headquarters.”

“That will…! The cardinals won’t leave you be!”

Even as a paladin designated as the apostle of the Goddess of Justice, the cardinals were also high priests blessed by the gods. They were the core of the church’s power.

As long as the celestial gods maintain a stance of not overtly interfering with the church’s operations, no matter how distinguished Aries may be…

“If they have complaints, let them come forward.”

“…!”

“I won’t just sit idly by either.”

Leo was taken aback by Aries’s radical statement. She, uncaring whether Leo’s handsome face was ruined or not, raised one corner of her mouth and said, “In the name of the gods.”

Like a barbarian warrior from somewhere.

***

“Kuh.”

Is someone badmouthing me…?

Suddenly feeling his nose itch, Khan mumbled and scratched the back of his head. Perhaps it was because there had been too many upsetting incidents lately…

“My lord. Here, this is an item found by the inspection team.”

“Just leave it there.”

“Yes.”


Maya, thinking of herself more like a personal assistant by now, had started taking on various tasks and placed all sorts of knick-knacks on the desk.

Most of them were indeed trivial items without any distinctive features. Or at least, that’s how they appeared on the exterior, probably worn down by the passage of time. However, among them was an item that displayed an information window.

『Meeting Minutes of the Old』

It didn’t have much notable information written, but the mere presence of an information window was of significant value. Unlike the stone tablet found by Khan in the central district’s underground, its condition wasn’t as good.

There was, however, some readable content. It was about the ‘Transcendent Gene’ and ‘Argos’, mentioned in the stone tablet found earlier.

‘Considering the recurrent theme, there might be a laboratory or something similar nearby…’

The clerics of the inspection team were conducting extensive searches using the inhabitants and guards of Bates under Leo’s orders. Officially, they were collecting evidence of illegal deals conducted by Bates, but in reality, it was at Khan’s request.

Specifically, to find more traces of the dark mage mentioned on the stone tablet.

‘But, it seems there’s nothing related to Mortalia…’

Over a thousand people had conducted an extensive search over several days. The fact that nothing turned up meant that there likely wasn’t anything more to find, or it was hidden too well to be easily discovered.

It couldn’t be ruled out that ancient mages hid something with some sinister method, but if that were true, there was no way to find it.

“This is as far as we go.”

“Is this sufficient?”

“Yes. It doesn’t look like there’s anything more we can dig up.”

Khan, having put the meeting minutes into Aecharis’s pouch, stood up and draped the ‘Snow Mountain White Wolf’s Fur’ he had taken off, around him.

“It’s time to head back.”

Having collected the clues, it was time to meet someone who could interpret them. At Khan’s murmur, Maya mentioned the nickname of the person with a tense face.

The being who made their domain in the eastern Loren region, adjacent to Al-Lorenze in the north of Argon. A mystical figure within the kingdom, seen as a symbol of various superstitions and feared by many. They were also rumored to have constantly refused invitations from the empire’s five-colored Mage Tower.

“The Witch of Loren…”

***


There were two ways to head east in Argon.

One could either go north through the Potsral Mountains and then head east or continue straight east from the Potsral Mountains, circumventing the land near the Tusa territory to reach the east.

Naturally, the former was safer. Near the land of Tusa, one was bound to encounter Greenskins wherever they went. Although the Greenskins of the Tusa land possessed some sense of reason and did not attack rashly, that did not mean safety was guaranteed.

However, taking the northern route meant there was a greater chance of getting involved in troublesome affairs. As it is, with rumors already starting to spread about the two barbarian being the heroes of the Demonic Realm subjugation, if Khan shows up, he will unnecessarily draw attention.

“Therefore, we’ll go through the land of Tusa.”

“It doesn’t matter to me.”

Khan shrugged his shoulders at Aries’s natural response and then turned to ask Leo, who stood by her side.

“I get that little lady agrees… but what about you?”

“I would naturally escort sir warrior… No, I guess I am not skilled enough to escort you with my abilities.”

“Well…”

He wasn’t wrong in saying that. Of course, given that he was a prodigy who became the youngest captain, it was only a matter of time before he grew stronger. However, reaching the level he would achieve in the future would require at least a few years.

‘Not that his skills are completely unusable.’

In essence, he meant there was little reason to bring him along. If the lad wished to return to the headquarters of the church, Khan had no intention of holding him back…

“However, I am Dame Aries’s squire. Plus, even though I am just a squire, I am indeed a knight in my own right. I believe I could be of some use against the demon worshippers who covet the power the warrior possesses.”

Leo’s blue eyes ignited with a flame-like passion. Regardless of where that zeal originated from, it was clear he overflowed with enthusiasm.

‘Tsk…’

There was hardly a reason to refuse, especially since the future captain of the knight order volunteered himself. However, knowing the man’s future, Khan couldn’t welcome him with open arms.

What if someone unexpectedly attacks from behind?

“Hmm…”

Leo flinched under Khan’s deep gaze. It was hard to believe those profound eyes belonged to a so-called uncivilized barbarian. The intensity naturally pressured him.

However, Leo could not back down here either. He had a goal, and to achieve it, he needed to become not just a knight, but something greater and change the church.

In that sense, he had to maintain his position as Aries’s squire as much as possible. Also, like most knights, he longed to witness the true essence of a warrior favored by the Goddess of Justice.

“As long as it does not oppose the will of the heavens, I am prepared to do anything! Please…!”

Seeing his earnestness, Khan, who had been staring intently at Leo, finally cracked a smile.

“Do as you wish.”

“Sir…!”

“Instead, it would be wise to keep the promise you just made about helping with anything,” Khan advised with an enigmatic smile. To this, Leo responded with a bright laugh, assuring that he naturally would.

‘Caught myself a sucker,’ thought Khan, unbeknownst to Leo.

—

In the era of the Midlands Quest, it’s clear from its medieval setting that the world’s inhabitants were highly susceptible to superstition. It may be due to the actual existence of gods, demons, and all sorts of monstrous creatures in this world, taking it almost to a frenzied level.

“Among them, the Witch’s Forest is one of the three forbidden zones of the Argon Kingdom.”

“The three forbidden zones…you say?”

“Yes.”

Maya nodded in response to Leo’s question.

“There’s one each in the west, south, and east. People of the Argon Kingdom hardly ever venture near those areas. Initially, these are regions that have been abandoned by people or are simply inaccessible.”

It was only natural that during Leo’s inquiry about the kingdom’s affairs, the conversation turned towards the three forbidden zones.

“Our destination is one of those three forbidden zones, the Witch’s Forest.”

“The Witch…!”

Leo, visibly shocked, hurriedly asked, “Not the same as the Witch of Winter, is it?”

“If she were, she would have been subjugated long ago.”

“Is that so? But why is she called a witch then…?”

“It’s the backward medieval folks,” Khan said, clicking his tongue.

“When they cannot understand a being, they fear it and inflate all sorts of rumors. It’s not hard to make an ordinary human into a witch that way.”

“Even so, it doesn’t seem easy for a regular human to be called a witch and become a symbol of fear….”

Without meeting the witch in person, it’s hard to understand, so instead of explaining in painful detail, Khan summed it up briefly.

“You’ll understand once you meet her. Why she is called a witch.”
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In the region of Loren, there existed a place untouched by human foot. The forest, known as the Witch’s Forest or the Forest of Inverted Crosses, changed its appearance between day and night.

By day, it looked like any dense and tranquil forest one might encounter anywhere in the kingdom. But by night, it revealed its sinister true nature and transformed into the realm of a witch.

“Ahem….”

Right in front of that very forest, a middle-aged man dressed in silk garments was adjusting his attire with a distinctly tense expression on his face.

He was Baron Ephil, a nobleman from the east, serving as the vassal to the ‘Old Fox’ Arsene, the governor who defended the eastern border. His duties, which often entailed overseeing various matters beyond the border in lieu of the governor, granted him a high degree of authority disproportionate to his title.

The reason for his arrival at one of the three forbidden zones of the Argon Kingdom, the Witch’s Forest, was none other than.

‘Damn it all… What on earth is His Grace thinking by sending me to fetch this witch again….’

It was by the order of his lord, Arsene, the governor.

The order was absurd – to bring out the witch who had holed herself up and refused to leave the forest.

“Baron. We’re ready to proceed whenever you are.”

“Understood.”

Baron Ephil tried his best to calm his mind. After him, the old knight provided by the governor entered the Witch’s Forest, with Ephil following suit.

“…….”

Silence ensued.

The governor’s old knight was naturally taciturn, and Baron Ephil was too preoccupied with the eerie pressure of the Witch’s Forest to speak. Above all, the excessive quietness of the forest seemed to forcibly keep them from speaking. Normally, one would expect the rustling of foliage in the wind or the sounds of various creatures in a forest, but the Witch’s Forest was eerily quiet.

‘What in the world is going on here….’

Baron Ephil could firsthand understand the truth in his servants’ exaggerations that “The Witch’s Forest is a place where no living creature can survive!”

Is such a thing really possible? Logically, one might question this, but if it involved that witch, the only conceivable answer was that it indeed was possible.

“Baron. If we go a bit further, we will reach her residence.”

“…It’s not as deep as I expected.”


“That’s because it’s morning. At night, one has to venture deeper.”

“At night, the forest extends its territory on its own.”

Baron Ephil scowled at the old knight’s nonchalant remark. The more he heard, the more he knew, the more urgently he wanted to leave this unpleasant forest.

“Just be careful not to upset her. If you do, the forest will immediately change its appearance.”

“I’ll keep that in mind….”

“Then, let’s continue.”

The witch’s residence revealed itself merely seconds after their conversation.

“Oh.”

Baron Ephil couldn’t help but let out a sigh of admiration. The witch’s abode was situated in a clearing within the dense forest, surrounded by a variegated array of flowers, too numerous to count.

Rustle.

It was a garden that seemed as if all the colors of the world had been gathered and scattered throughout. It was hard to imagine it as a place where the owner of the Three Great Forbidden Zones would reside. What surprised him even more was that each time Baron Ephil approached, the flowers themselves moved to create a path for him.

“It’s a completely different world…!”

Who could curse this beautiful garden? So mesmerized was he, that he had forgotten he was on a quest to find the witch’s dwelling, slowly strolling through the garden.

As he followed the path made by the flowers out of the garden, a small mansion covered in giant vines came into view.

“This is the place. Please do not forget what I asked of you.”

“Ah, understood.”

Baron Ephil was jolted back to reality by the old knight’s admonition.

“I feel as if I’m under a spell…”

Even though snapping back to reality seemed hardly enough for this place, baron Ephil was surprised at himself for being so lost in thought.

Thud- Thud-


Knock. Knock.

The knight knocked on the door of the mansion. Baron Ephil flinched at his unhesitant demeanor and hurried after him, and as if it had been waiting, the door swung open.

“The door opened by itself… Wait a minute!”

Following the old knight inside, baron Ephil stepped into the mansion and became as stiff as a person cursed to petrification upon surveying the interior. His breath was taken away as his gaze was swallowed by the amethyst eyes of a woman sitting in a chair, looking at him.

“I didn’t hear that you’d be bringing something like that.”

“It’s a greeting sent by the Marquis of the Borderlands.”

“Hmm, I see. Ah, now that I look at your face, I remember.”

Screeeech.

The woman in purple stood up, pushing her chair back, and smiled brightly. Just that alone made Baron Ephil feel as if his breath was taken away.

“You’re that one, right? The one who tried to mess with him and got severely punished…”

It was a comment that couldn’t simply be brushed off, but Baron Ephil found himself without the wit to respond. She was truly a witch. The first thought that came to Baron Ephil upon seeing the Witch of Loren was just that.

Her amethyst hair flowed straight down to her waist, a beauty that even Baron Ephil, who had indulged in all manner of luxuries, had never seen before, and her sparkling amethyst eyes seemed to hold stars within them. When her slender fingers pointed towards him, baron Ephil barely managed to collect his senses.

‘How could this be…!’

Baron Ephil suspected that the witch in front of him had bewitched him with some magic. After listening to the conversation between the old knight of Marquis of the Borderland, who had brought him here, and the witch, his suspicions were almost confirmed.

“Ha… Surely, he didn’t send me this foolish man to get teared to pieces just to vent my anger, did he?”

“Absolutely not, my lady.”

“Really? It seems to me that you are right─.”

The witch with amethyst eyes let out a peculiar laugh, pushing the chair she had been sitting on back to the desk.

“How about it?”

“What, what do you mean how about it…?”


Startled by the witch’s sudden question, baron Ephil stuttered in response. The sight must have been amusing to the witch as she lifted the corners of her mouth even higher.

“What do you think? It doesn’t seem like there’s any particular reason for that person to send you to me.”

“I, I am a vassal of His Excellency, the Marquis of the Borderland! Moreover, I was ordered by him to bring you to the fortress where the Marquis of the Borderland resides…!”

“See, Keilon?”

“What are you saying, Miss Ludmilla?”

“Even you, who has served him for more than half a century, can’t convince me. Sending such a foolish human as a messenger, the esteemed Fox of the East isn’t someone to make such a silly mistake, is he?”

Silence.

The old knight, Keilon, remained silent at the witch’s mocking words. The witch found even this reaction amusing and laughed out loud.

‘What in the world are they talking about!’

Caught in the middle and fearing for his life without understanding why, baron Ephil was beside himself with frustration. He had come to persuade the witch upon the command of the Marquis of the Borderland, yet here were the witch and Keilon, discussing his life as if it were a mere matter of debate!

“Listening to you! Why would you speak of killing me…! Above all, I am a vassal of the Marquis of the Borderland…!”

“Poor thing.”

“What, what?!”

“You really know nothing, do you?”

Click. Clack.

Baron Ephil staggered back as the witch approached him. Then, with a thump, his back hit the wall, and he shouted as if in convulsion.

“What grievance do you have to do this…!”

“There is one. You tormented him, didn’t you?”

“So! At least tell me who it is before you…ugh!”

Baron Ephil was startled as something thick entered his mouth, trying to thrash about. However, his limbs felt as though they were pinned to the wall, immobile.

‘The, the wall…?!’

The wall his back was against seemed to engulf his body as if to mount it. Vines that had crept along the mansion’s outer wall now bound him and gagged him like a muzzle.

Being a vassal of the Marquis of the Borderland, baron Ephil had considerable expertise regarding magic. Yet, what he was witnessing didn’t seem like any spell but rather something closer to the magic claimed to be practiced by the shamans of the Great Forest.

“Gordi Khan. You know the name, don’t you?”

“Ugh…!”

Baron Ephil’s eyes widened to their limits. How could he not know that name! He was the very person who spread word of the barbaric monster in an effort to eliminate him.

Indeed. He was the one who tipped off Eliya, the disciple of Darkin Perayas, that Khan had left the east in a carriage.

‘Damn!’

Only then did Baron Ephil realize he had willingly walked into the jaws of a beast. He had been sent as a sacrificial offering to fetch the Marquis of the Borderland’s estranged daughter!

“Could it be true that the witch and that barbarian are working together…!”

Thunk! Crash!

In a flash, baron Ephil, channeling his aura, broke through the wall and shred the vines, grabbed onto the doorknob of the mansion.

Click-clack, click-clack!

However, no matter what he tried, the door wouldn’t budge. Then, with a shoulder charge, he smashed the door to break free and tumbled forward, immediately pushing off the ground.

It was a desperate escape, pouring out all his aura. After his defeat to Khan, his body, now retrained, continuously exuded vitality, pushing the surrounding scenery away.

‘I must run!’

But where? Abandoned by the Marquis of the Borderland, or—no, dying here might be the way for His Grace…!

Baron Ephil’s steps halted. His frenzied attempt to escape felt suddenly like a lie, as if an invisible force restrained him.

Shiver—

“Argh…!”

With considerable effort, his neck veins bulged, and his eyes bloodshot, as if they would burst at any moment. Baron Ephil struggled to move his body but was unable to take even a single step.

All knights make a ‘Pledge of Loyalty,’ which demands absolute obedience to the subject of their pledge. Since Baron Ephil believes that his death would serve his master, he is compelled to die even if he wishes to live.

Thud.

The strain was so great that tears of blood streamed from his eyes. Even so, his eyes desperately searched for a way to survive, belatedly noticing the changed appearance of the forest.

Whish.

Suddenly, as if night had fallen, darkness descended on the forest. The leaves hanging from the branches surged upwards against gravity, forming shapes akin to inverted crosses.

‘The Forest of Inverted Cross…!’

Seeing the once-peaceful forest transform into a hellish domain where demons reside, baron Ephil deeply understood why she, the young lady of Marquis of the Borderland, was called a witch.

Then, a familiar and loathsome voice reached his ears. The voice of the very cause of his current plight, an enemy he would not be satisfied with merely tearing apart—

“The forest started acting all crazy outta nowhere…”

Alone in the darkness that had fallen over the forest, a white-haired barbarian with a fearsome presence smiled brightly like a hunter who had found prey caught in a trap.

“Seems like an unexpected gift was waiting for me.”
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Potsral Mountain Range could be crossed and the area near the Land of the Warriors could be passed through without much time needed. The party’s skill level was simply too high to be hindered by such things.

In fact, the party consisted of a apostle candidate and the future leader of the Paladins, the boss of the seventh act. It would not be easy to feel threatened by any normal occurrence with such a group.

“Oh, I can do that!”

“No need. This is the job for a follower like me.”

“I am also Dame Aries’s squire, though.”

“Then assist her.”

“Uh….”

The most surprising event was not the occasional monster, but rather the unexpected friction between Maya and Leo. The friction reached the point where Khan was left speechless because the cause of their argument was “Assisting Khan is my role.”

‘Can a person change that much?’

Khan couldn’t understand what had changed such an arrogant person into a loyal subject. Even Aries, who rarely voiced opinions, left a comment about Maya.

“What a strange person.”

“I know, so don’t say more.”

‘I can somewhat guess the reason….’

Maya was the young lady of a knight family and had even thrown away her status as a Golden Badge Mercenary to become a follower, showing how much she desired strength. But when an unexpected strong person appeared and tried to take the “follower position,” she must have felt threatened.

Above all, Maya must have felt a sense of crisis from Leo’s ability, who had dealt with the orcs in the Potsral Mountain Range on his own.

Aries, being a apostle candidate, was naturally accepted as strong. But who would have expected a mere squire with a “preliminary” tag to be this powerful?

‘It’s an unavoidable matter.’

Leo is one of the bosses in the seventh act of the ‘Midland Quest,’ where the difficulty skyrockets starting from the fifth act. Naturally, his talent can be compared to the continent’s hero-level strong individuals.

‘She’ll probably give up halfway….’

It’s one thing to boost her combat power with various items, but for someone like him, who’s become stronger through stats and skills, to teach her would be impossible. In the end, Maya had to find her own way.


The journey itself was incredibly peaceful, and thanks to taking the shortest route through the Potsral Mountain Range, they arrived at the forest of the Inverted Cross faster than expected, where the witch resided.

Unexpectedly, a ‘gift’ awaited Khan, packaged just for him.

“You…!”

“Baron Ephil, you damn bastard.”

Khan twisted his lips at the sight of Baron Ephil, the one responsible for spreading his whereabouts and making him a target for Darkin, trembling and bleeding from all over his body.

“Wait…!”

Sensing something unusual, Ephil hurriedly tried to speak, but Khan’s fist was faster.

Bang──!

Khan had no intention of listening to the baron’s excuses. Although Ephil seemed to have trained to some extent, shedding his pig-like body to become more fit, there was no way he could withstand the punch Khan delivered with such intensity.

The baron, who flew at an incredible speed and collided with a tree, collapsed, spitting blood. Just when Khan was about to finish him off for good, the trees of the Forest of the Inverted Cross stretched their branches like tentacles and pulled Baron Ephil up.

Crunch- Crunch-

At the sound of the tree monsters chewing Baron Ephil whole, Khan recalled something.

Baron Ephil, a vassal of the Marquis’s border region, standing frozen and the forest’s state changing violently meant…

“Look who it is.”

A bewitching voice tickled his ears. Aries frowned, and Maya and Leo placed their hands on their weapons, alert.

As for Khan…

“Hem. It’s been a while.”

“Indeed. At first, I thought I was seeing things. Who would have imagined you’d come into my territory willingly…?”

“It’s not an impossible place to come to, is it?”

“Right. That’s not the case. Do you know? I’ve always been waiting for you to come.”


“For some reason….”

“I even prayed that you wouldn’t die in some random place. I wanted to end you with my own hands, at least.”

Rumble-!

The forest twisted, responding to its master’s emotions. Trees everywhere moved their branches like hands, stretching them toward the sky, while the flowers below opened their mouths wide, filled with sharp teeth.

“What on earth is this…!”

Seeing this bizarre phenomenon that transcended the realm of magic, Leo grasped his sword and shield, prepared to unleash his holy power on the witch who had appeared in mid-air.

Even the spells handled by the mages of the Mage Tower couldn’t create such phenomena instantly and over such a wide area. This wasn’t just magic; it looked more like black magic wielded by dark sorcerers…!

“Are you traveling with two Paladins? You must have been having quite the fun outside while committing such acts.”

“Not really—”

“Stop.”

Swoosh!

A pure white light forcefully dispelled the darkness that had settled over the forest. Aries generated an immense holy power that encroached into the witch’s domain, causing the corner of her mouth to twitch upwards.

“Interesting.”

“Not at all amusing.”

Rumble…!

With a wave of the witch’s hand, the darkness, which had been pushed back helplessly, began to reclaim its original territory by repelling the holy power. Aries furrowed her brows and increased her holy power, leading to a fierce clash where neither energy would yield an inch.

“Hah. You’re not just an ordinary Paladin, are you? Where did you pick up such a peculiar kid, anyway?”

Something in the witch’s words irked Aries, causing her pure white energy to rage even more furiously. Just when a smile was about to deepen at the witch’s lips, Khan, who had been hesitating and awkwardly trying to steer the conversation, sighed deeply.

“Enough…. Let’s stop this petty confrontation. Ludmilla.”

As if waiting for those words, the witch’s eyes curved gently. Immediately, the violent clash of light and darkness vanished, and the forest, which had looked like a piece of hell, returned to its original state.


“Oh my, is that so?”

With just a snap of her fingers, Ludmilla caused such drastic changes and then asked a question. Khan sighed again, this time with a hint of resignation, and scratched the back of his head. After all, the fault lay on his side.

“I fully understand why you’re upset. So…”

“Why am I upset?”

However, the question came with an innocent smile that made him feel like he was choking.

“Why don’t you kindly explain to me why I’m so upset?”

‘Damn, this is bringing back PTSD….’

***

“Come in.”

The witch, wearing a broadly smiling face, invited the party into her abode. There wasn’t a hint of hostility or wariness on her face. This drastic change was confusing for the party, who had been ready for battle just moments earlier.

All these changes occurred right after Khan said a few words to her. Although the content of their conversation wasn’t audible, it was clear from the atmosphere that Khan must have committed some wrong against Ludmilla and was apologizing for it.

“So, what interesting stories have you brought this time? Let’s take our time to hear them.”

Clap, clap—

When Ludmilla lightly clapped her hands, the items inside the mansion began to move on their own, arranging themselves into a tea table and chairs enough for five people. The incredible sight left Maya slightly agape.

“Amazing. Is something like this possible with magic?”

“Who knows? Even I’m not entirely sure.”

“What? But…”

“It’s different from the spells that mages usually handle. Just take it as it is. Trying to understand it will just tire you out.”

“You’re quite rude.”

“Just being truthful.”

Shortly after introducing herself as Ludmilla, the witch prepared tea for the number of people present. Khan wasted no time getting to the point.

“I have an item that I would like you to interpret.”

“What about the ancient documents you brought last time? Have you already examined them?”

Without speaking, Khan placed a piece of Darkin’s scale fragment on the table. Ludmilla’s eyes lit up with intense curiosity.

“Amazing. Even though it looks like just a small fragment, it holds such power… It’s incomparable to a mountain of mana stones. Truly, the level of a real dragon is something like this…?”

“Darkin Perayas. The corpse-tampering one embedded it in himself and took on the form of a dragonkin.”

“…Really?”

Tap- Tap-

“I’ve heard of Darkin Perayas. He’s known as a master of human anatomy, having techniques the Golden Mage Tower doesn’t even possess. Although, I don’t know how true that is. It doesn’t seem like something achievable by someone who hasn’t even reached the level of an Archmage.”

“I have a theory about that.”

Khan recalled Aecharis, the scion of a great demon and one of the lords of hell, whose power was hidden within the ‘Vessel of Greed.’ And…

“He could have borrowed the knowledge of a demon. Or, he might have received help from a group or individual with knowledge of handling dragon energy.”

On this matter, Jerome, the Magus of the Gray Mage Tower, was conducting research. His apprentice, Jan, had returned to the Mage Tower, so news would likely arrive soon.

“The request I have for you is a separate issue.”

Khan took the dragon scale back into his possession and signaled to Maya. Not wanting to unnecessarily reveal Aecharis’s pouch, he had preemptively entrusted her with the ‘Mortalia’s Jewel.’

“It’s an item made by someone you know well. You might even find it more interesting than the dragon scale…”

“Great mage! This is a creation of Mortalia!”

Ludmilla raised her voice unusually high as she snatched the jewel from Maya.

“Yes, no doubt about it. It deviates from the common spell framework with a unique mana pattern… a design structure so complex and close to chaos that even I can’t decipher it at a glance. Am I right?”

“…You are.”

“Hmmm. I never thought you’d be interested in a grand magus. I used to think you were a weirdo for chasing beings whose existence was uncertain, but now a grand magus?”

“You seem to know quite a bit about great mages.”

“Of course. You could say… hmm. Well, no need for unnecessary chatter. A grand magus is truly someone who can be called a proper mage.”

As she spoke with shining eyes, various items flew in from somewhere.

『Mortalia’s Clockwork Toy』 (Legendary)

『Mortalia’s Flame Staff』 (Legendary)

Khan’s eyes widened slightly upon seeing the information on the items. Two items from the Mortalia series, and ones he had never seen in the game.

“Well, explaining in detail wouldn’t help much, so to put it simply, a grand magus is someone who establishes their own unique magical system, using ‘magic’ beyond mere spells. Naturally, their inventions are all original and exceptional. And the item you brought…”

Holding the ‘Mortalia’s Jewel’ and examining it silently for a while, Ludmilla let out a deep sigh.

“As expected, it’s hard to decipher right away.”

“Will it take some time?”

“Yes. I need to concentrate to figure it out. It’s incredibly complex.”

“You can keep it until the interpretation is done. It’s not like I can make use of it anyway.”

“Oh, that’s not entirely true.”

Ludmilla placed the sapphire in the center of the tea table and smiled softly.

“Of course, I’ll need to take a closer look, but I have a rough idea of its purpose.”
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“Is that really true?”

“Yes. Figuring out its intended purpose isn’t all that difficult. Hmm… Your name?”

“It’s Maya. Maya Eldred.”

“Ah, the young lady of the Eldred family that Kal Elson mentioned. So, it’s you, Maya Eldred. It seems like you’ve had your hands on this item before. How was it?”

After several instances of mana depletion from blending into experiments at Bates with Khan, Maya cautiously opened her mouth after a brief moment of contemplation.

“… It was frustrating. Of course, a large part of it could be due to my own lack of skill, but every time I pushed mana into it, it felt as though it was being repelled by a wall. It took me tens of hours just to find the proper path.”

“That’s the purpose of this item.”

“Excuse me?”

“A lock. No, perhaps a safe?”

Khan’s speculation was met with a slight smile and nod of agreement from Ludmilla.

“A safe locked with the world’s most complex code, where mana must be injected following a specific pattern for it to open.”

“But that jewel….”

“I get what you’re trying to say. When you injected mana, it bent the space around it, right? You thought it was made as an offensive magical tool because of that.”

Ludmilla’s guess was spot on.

“However, this jewel possesses… Well, let’s just say, think of it as security magic. A security system designed to repel burglars attempting to force the lock open.”

Both Khan and Maya were left speechless. The spatial magic that had demolished the mansion’s ceilings and floors, merely a sophisticated security system? It was hard for them to believe, especially having witnessed firsthand its power.

‘Then, what exactly is being stored inside this jewel….’

“Well, to be frank, it’s probably best to think of it as unsolvable, for now.”

“Ludmilla. Is it impossible for you as well?”

“For the time being.”


“I wouldn’t want to end up dead stuck in a crack in space because I recklessly shoved mana into it.”

Ludmilla said with a chilling laugh, placing the jewel back on the tea table.

“However, if we could gather more of the grand magus’s relics, who knows? After all, every spell leaves a unique trace, and through that, it’s possible to discern the pattern.”

“That’s no easy task.”

“That may be. But it’s something you need, isn’t it? Something hidden within… or perhaps a secret.”

Ludmilla’s violet eyes sparkled as if peering into Khan’s inner thoughts. Yet, not even a hint of agitation could be found within the deep recesses of the barbarian warrior’s eyes.

Deciding it was futile to try and read the unreadable, Ludmilla pushed the jewel towards Khan.

Rolling…

“Thus, if you desire to uncover the secrets of this item, just bring me more relics.”

“There’s no rush. I need to take another look at what I have. That alone might solve a lot of it… But if we want to be more certain, maybe bring it up to a similar level?”

“Do you need the jewel?”

“That’s your call. If you leave it to me, there might be more gain, but considering you roam around more, it might be more useful to you. I’ll tweak your magic stones a bit so you can use it just right.”

Fortunately, they had a good number of magic stones from Neriah in the border town, so they decided to accept her kindness.

“When the magic stone is broken, its mana will automatically follow a certain pattern and be infused into the jewel. I prepared two types: one refracts the space in front, and the other warps the space around you. You know what they’re for, right?”

Ludmilla boasted that the result would be usable since it was a trick involving the jewel’s security system and directly intervening in space to produce results.

Unlike other mages, she had established her own spell system. There’s a reason she’s called the Witch of Loren.

“Thanks.”

“If you’re thankful, just make sure to clean up your mess next time. Do you know how much trouble I’m in because you left the east after causing all that trouble?”

“Marquis of the Borderlands?”

Khan thought of two people he encountered in the depth of the forest. Apart from Baron Ephil, who was helplessly bound by an oath, there was another presence hastening out of the forest…


“Then that presence must be Keilon. If he sent that loyal dog himself, something must have happened on their end.”

Ludmilla neither confirmed nor denied, but that was answer enough.

Keilon was an old man Khan was somewhat familiar with.

Marquis of the Borderlands’s son was about to play nasty with an ogre’s corpse, so Khan had given him a dose of Hoarfrost Gorge manners to rewire his brain a bit, ending up clashing with his knights, too.

Baron Ephil, that pig, harbored a grudge against Khan because he lost a few teeth in the process. Infuriated, Marquis of the Borderlands’s son begged his father, “Please punish that barbarian!” And so, Keilon was dispatched. Naturally, Khan fought the old man, ending in a draw neither here nor there.

‘He looked like a loyal subject of his age but was a total slyboots inside.’

Thinking it wasn’t going anywhere, they soon decided to make it as if nothing happened, which was unusual for an ordinary old man.

Indeed, Khan later learned that Keilon was nothing less than Marquis of the Borderlands’s right-hand man, almost like his closest companion. His actions essentially represented Marquis of the Borderlands’s will.

That raises one question.

Why would the old fox, who long ago cast out Ludmilla as an ominous being, look for his daughter now that she has become a witch?

“Well, it’s probably nothing serious. Maybe like last time, a monster appeared that’s too tough for him to handle by himself.”

Ludmilla said nonchalantly as she handed over the jewel. Khan stood up, tucking it away, and laughed.

“That’s something I’ll find out myself.”

Last time, he had somewhat played along with the old fox’s scheming. If they dare to pull the same noble antics ignorant of their place this time-

‘It’ll have to be my way.’

With fists, knives, and handaxes. The Hoarfrost Gorge way. After parting ways with the witch Ludmilla, the group quickly left the Witch’s Forest.

“That woman. I don’t like her.”

“Ha… I understand your feelings, dame. She certainly handles some creepy magic. If we had encountered her under different circumstances, for a different reason, I might have mistaken her for a real witch and gone ahead to subdue her.”

“We would’ve just died pointlessly then.”

At Khan’s pointed remark, Leo laughed awkwardly.


“I suppose with my abilities, that indeed would’ve been the case.”

“It wouldn’t be easy for anyone to kill Ludmilla, not just you. She’s the one who can deflect an ogre’s punch, after all.”

“Ogre… You don’t mean, the ogre that you hunted…”

“Did you think I caught it by myself? If it wasn’t for Ludmilla taking its head off with her magic, the eastern lands would’ve become a wasteland.”

Of course, it’s only because he was rolling around like a dog, buying time for her magic to finish. Practically speaking, it was Ludmilla’s magic that put an end to the ogre.

“The grand title of Ogre Slayer should’ve been hers, not mine.”

“But the Ogre Slayer of the rumors…”

“That’s adult circumstances.”

More accurately, it would be described as the shameful act of a pitiful father who didn’t want the reputation of the child he abandoned to grow.

“So, the beginning of your connection with her was hunting the ogre together.”

It wasn’t just that, but Khan didn’t bother to correct him. The situation was a bit too complex to explain from one to ten. In the first place, he had no intention of explaining.

“Master. Then, are we moving to collect the artifact as she requested?”

“Ah, I was curious about that too. I understand that collecting ‘Mortalia’s artifacts’ is your goal, but they aren’t exactly easy to find, are they? Do you already have a plan in mind?”

“I do.”

“Indeed, even while listening to Mr. Ron’s story, I felt it. You seem to have an incredible insight…”

“Rob the one who has the treasure.”

“Pardon?”

Leo’s otherwise dignified face twisted in confusion. Is he talking about robbing someone who possesses treasures? So, he’s planning to steal? Even if we set that aside, who exactly are we targeting? To possess an artifact of Mortalia’s caliber, the individual must hold quite a significant status…

“The royal family of a kingdom with one of the most notable histories on the frontier might have one or two such treasures.”

Instead of looking puzzled or surprised, Leo’s face reflected sheer disbelief. The proposal from a warrior chosen by the Goddess of Justice was to rob the coffers of a secular royal family? Not knowing how to react, Leo simply closed his eyes tightly.

‘Goddess of Justice, please do not test my faith…’

Unbeknownst to himself, Khan was inadvertently testing the faith of the devout Paladin. Yet, he paid no heed to Leo’s reaction. His certainty was unwavering.

‘Darkin Perayas. Who knew he would be of help now?’

A tragic boss monster whose fate was twisted upon crossing paths with Khan by chance. If Khan hadn’t defeated him in the Necar Mountain of the Western Great Range, Darkin was destined to become a master of necromancy and the lord of necro-dragons, eventually consuming Argon and becoming the king of the dead.

He would have then raised an army of the undead, armed with numerous treasures and rare equipment, to invade the empire.

In the game, players would face off against this undead army, using the sudden increase in difficulty to supplement their lack of equipment and join the hunt for Darkin. If his memory served correctly, one of the drop items included ‘Mortalia’s Artifact.’

This was the drop item of ‘Commander Erectun,’ the undead lich who commanded Darkin’s undead army.

‘Mortalia’s Morphing Robe.’

Truth be told, he had pushed the memory away, thinking there was no way to obtain it. After all, having already defeated Darkin, how could he get the items that the future Darkin would drop?

But then, a possibility crossed his mind. They say necessity is the mother of invention, or perhaps it was a shift in thinking that did the trick. Suddenly, a possibility crossed his mind.

‘The treasures future Darkin acquired would naturally have been amassed while engulfing the Kingdom of Argon. If that’s the case, they must still be stored somewhere in Argon. There aren’t many individuals in this frontier kingdom likely to possess such relics. For example… the Black Winged Duke.’

If the Black Winged Duke had sent ‘Essence of the Ancients’ to Pashantu in the north, which could be used even by a mana-less barbarian, then it was possible he had collected at least one relic of Mortalia.

Of course, it wouldn’t be a problem if he didn’t. Even being able to connect with the royal family through him would be a huge gain.

‘Bates’s rumors stated that sightings of wyverns are becoming more frequent in the Kingdom of Argon. Ron mentioned that wyverns had never appeared in Argon’s territory before. This is tied to a secret of the royal family.’

In this situation, the Marquess of the Border had called for Ludmilla. He was so desperate as to offer one of his vassals as fodder for her wrath.

‘There aren’t many who can make the Marquess of the Border swallow his pride.’

What does this signify?

The royal family, which had been silent until now, has finally unsheathed its sword. They sought Ludmilla, known for her victory over an ogre, to gather forces to hunt the wyverns nesting in Argon.

In this scenario, if a barbarian who had already slain wyverns and basilisks in the north appeared?

‘If lucky, I might be able to unlock the royal treasury.’

To achieve this, first, he needed to meet the Black Winged Duke. Conveniently, he had a plausible excuse to visit him.

‘Let’s see, an impromptu study tour at my aunt’s workplace might be a good idea.’

Of course, he planned to get her approval later.
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The Black Winged Duke’s family originally shared the same bloodline as the Argon royal family. However, as the bloodline diminished, they eventually became a separate family. Despite this, their influence within the kingdom was significant enough that during times of instability in the king’s reign, efforts were often made to enthrone them.

As a result, the ancestors of the Black Winged Duke decided that their very existence was a seed of conflict, pledging eternal loyalty to the royal family—using a method that made betrayal impossible.

This was the ‘Oath of Loyalty.’

The current Black Winged Duke serve as the king’s knight and simultaneously hold the position of the kingdom’s sole duke.

This paradoxical situation led to greater glory, honor, and prosperity for the Black Winged Duke’s family. They became an eternally loyal family and protectors of the royal family.

Henceforth, it became an unspoken rule that the leader of the Royal Guard, the kingdom’s strongest knightly order tasked with protecting the Argon royal family, would always be the most outstanding member of the Black Winged Duke’s family.

“Do you understand? Thus, we must be loyal to the royal family…”

“Ah, I got it already!”

Slap.

The middle-aged man, who was reciting the grand history of their family for the umpteenth time during what should have been a pleasant meal, was now pitifully looking at his precious daughter who had just slapped her own mouth.

“H-how could you. Do you know how I’ve raised you…!”

“Yes, raised me preciously. I’ve heard that over a hundred times! Can’t we just eat our meal quietly, family head?”

“Family head? We have so few chances to be alone together, why so formal, my daughter?”

“I don’t want to hear that from the person ruining this precious time with his tedious lectures, family head.”

“Gasp…!”

The blond woman, Lucia de Negras, the legitimate daughter of the Black Winged Duke and the vice-captain of the Royal Guard, sighed as she looked at her foolish father who was clutching his perfectly healthy heart.

“Father, we rarely get to have family time, so is this really the time to talk about such things? When else will I get the chance to come back to Negras?”

“Ahem… I-I’m sorry, dear.”

Lucia was about to sigh again at her father’s solemn face, which quickly turned dejected, but she forcefully swallowed it down. How could such a person be the guardian of the royal family…?

“Well, since the mood is already ruined, let’s talk business. You must have already heard why I am here.”


“Hm.”

In that instant, the demeanor of the Black Winged Duke changed drastically. With just a change in his gaze and a straightening of his posture, her foolish father transformed into the pillar of the kingdom and its strongest knight.

It might be surprising to see someone change so drastically, but Lucia was used to it.

“Even so, I’ll explain once more. It’s official business, after all… A distinguished guest will be visiting Negras in the afternoon. I am here as the advance party.”

“Yes, you mentioned the second prince? Given how arrogant and self-righteous he is, it’s no wonder he’s trying to expand his influence. So, what does he need from me?”

“I didn’t hear the specifics, but I can guess. He likely wants to borrow Father’s champion, lady Pashantu. They say she recently subdued a demonic realm in the north.”

“Hm. Pashantu would gladly accept, but I’m not keen on the idea. Where else has the second prince extended his hand?”

“He seems to have sent people to the old fox, Marquis Arsen, as well.”

“The Witch of Loren, is it? She’s definitely worth recruiting if she managed to hunt an ogre. Whether he can succeed is another matter.”

The Black Winged Duke sliced a piece of meat nonchalantly and began chewing it.

“He’s behaving as if the kingdom belongs to him. That’s why he never succeeded to the throne. He can’t even discern heaven from earth.”

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”

“Do so. And also ignore what I’m about to tell you.”

Lucia nodded obediently.

“You might have heard of the Northern Emergency Committee. I’ve received news from them. Specifically, Count Lante sent a letter. It discussed the individuals responsible for subduing the demonic realm and ending the chaos in the north.”

“What? That’s…”

“We couldn’t get much detail from Pashantu since she’s not very articulate. However, she did make one thing clear—her role was not major.”

“You mean Guild master Kal Elson played a significant role?”

“That’s what I initially thought, but no. You must have heard that there were three heroes involved in subduing the demonic realm. Guild master Kal Elson, Pashantu whom I consider my champion, and the last one… a barbarian whom Pashantu claimed as her nephew. They called him the Executioner in the north.”

The Executioner…


Just hearing the nickname made Lucia imagine a gruesome and violent barbarian. She thought he must be a hideous and brutish figure.

“That Executioner is the one who quelled the Marquis Deilone’s rebellion. Both Pashantu and Kal Elson merely assisted. Also, he was the one who named the Emergency Committee at the request of Count Lante.”

“But… barbarian aren’t usually knowledgeable in civilized languages.”

“The Executioner is an exception. He is reportedly very fluent in the kingdom’s language and skilled in political discourse, according to Count Lante’s letter. He wrote that if the Executioner takes control of the Emergency Committee, they would have no way to counter him.”

It was hard to believe, yet Lucia knew her father wouldn’t speak falsehoods lightly. He would have verified all the facts first.

“I’ve cross-verified with Hern, the head of the Emergency Committee. The Executioner donated his war trophies, which he considered his personal loot, for the reconstruction of the north, under the terms that they would be overseen by the town chief, a half-elf named Verthar.”

“……”

By then, Lucia was at a loss for words.

‘How could this be?’

Unlike other kingdom inhabitants, she had a fair understanding of barbarians, thanks to her frequent training sessions with Pashantu, the champion of the Black Winged Duke.

***

Moreover, Lucia had confirmed that half of the rumors about barbarian were false, which means the other half were true.

For one, they were undoubtedly uneducated. No matter how much time was spent, Pashantu never managed to learn the kingdom’s language. It wasn’t a matter of willpower; she simply couldn’t understand. Yet, once in battle, she displayed a high level of tactical prowess and became a natural master of combat.

In other words, barbarian had the intelligence of a child in matters outside of battle.

Furthermore, they revered combat to the extent that their desire for trophies won in battle was immense. And yet, this barbarian had donated his trophies without compensation? Including the wealth of Marquis Deilone?

‘And the personnel mobilized are remarkable.’

Especially puzzling was how they managed to involve Lady Verthar, given the known animosity the Pantheon Church harbored towards barbarian.

As the image of the “Executioner” barbarian grew increasingly bizarre in her mind, the Black Winged Duke continued his explanation, halting her train of thought.

“In essence, the Emergency Committee is now in his grasp. He hasn’t been given any formal title, but it would be difficult to refuse his demands. This means…”

“The barbarian known as the Executioner can determine the fate of the north.”


“Yes. And given that he performed better than Pashantu—who uses both swordsmanship and artifacts—his martial prowess must be incredible. Also, do you remember? The Ogre Slayer who hunted with the Witch of Loren was also a barbarian.”

“…No way!”

“Yes. It’s the same person. And the one who slew the dark mage causing trouble in the west and intervened in the Wagner conflict is likewise…”

A barbarian. Do you understand, my daughter?

“All of these acts were carried out by just one person.”

***

The Northern Hero, the Ogre Slayer, the one who eliminated the Western Dark Mage and the Fallen Priest—these tremendous accomplishments, even when considered separately, were all credited to a single barbarian. Lucia was not so foolish as to miss the implications of this realization. She shivered with the revelation.

Realizing why her father had brought up this barbarian at this moment, her eyes widened.

“You’ve realized it. If the second prince learns about this individual—no, Count Lante has likely already informed the royal family. We must assume they are aware.”

“Then, his aim isn’t just Sir Pashantu…”

“Through Pashantu, he aims to recruit that barbarian. And if the second prince succeeds in recruiting him, what will happen?”

The second prince’s influence would skyrocket. He would be able to exert indirect control over the north.

“I trust you understand why I’ve chosen to share this with you.”

The Royal Guard’s role is to protect the royal bloodline from threats. Naturally, every royal family member must be accompanied by the Royal Guard wherever they go. Both the captain and vice-captain of the Royal Guard are of the Black Winged Duke’s bloodline, and here the Black Winged Duke was essentially telling Lucia, the vice-captain:

‘Do not allow the second prince to threaten the throne. If necessary, obstruct him by any means.’

“You’re essentially telling me to ensure those two don’t interact. Understood.”

If this conversation were to leak, it might appear as though the duke was meddling in the succession of the throne. However, neither Lucia nor the Black Winged Duke found it unusual.

They were the kingdom’s guardians, eternally sworn in loyalty to the king.

“Of course, since that individual disappeared after resolving the northern issues, the second prince will likely have no opportunity to encounter him.”

***

Meanwhile, Khan and his party, who had visited Negras without notifying the Black Winged Duke, encountered an unexpected obstacle at the city gates.

“If I’m not mistaken, you must be the infamous Executioner. I came to Negras searching for you. Meeting you like this feels like fate. The Hero of the North. No, should I call you the Executioner?”

A man, likely in his mid-thirties, with red-tinged blonde hair and red eyes, appeared at the gates flanked by a dozen knights. He blocked Khan’s path with a sparkle in his eyes, as if he had stumbled upon a hidden treasure, while the knights naturally spread out to encircle Khan’s party.

His arrogant smile clearly expressed that anyone must halt if he so desired. And that demeanor suited him perfectly because—

“How dare you make this noble person lower his head first! Kneel—down—at—once! This is His Highness, Alan de Argon, second prince of Yorthus, and rightful heir to the throne of Argon!”

“Well, that’s what they say. Why don’t you identify yourself?”

The man’s grin widened at the declaration by the Royal Guard, who by now had completed their encirclement and were ready to draw their swords at any moment, shouting in unison:

“Show your respect—now!”

TL’s Corner:

All that talk about how amazing Khan is, with all accomplishments.

And then at the end, even with the Prince knowing Khan’s feats, as mentioned by the Black Winged Duke. Should we expect a good beating???
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“Show your respect—now!”

The Royal Guards’ enraged shouts brought the party to a standstill. Prince Alan watched with an arrogant smile. Yes, this was the expected reaction.

No matter how much they praised the Hero of the North or the Executioner, it was ultimately insignificant compared to the royal family’s might. Even an ignorant barbarian who couldn’t comprehend civilization had no choice but to submit to the intimidating presence of a dozen Royal Guards.

‘Hmph. I was hoping for a bit more resistance. What a pity.’

Alan was pleased to avoid the troublesome process of recruiting the Executioner through the Black Winged Duke’s champion. His initial plan was to provoke the barbarian into a fight, subdue him through the Royal Guards, and then forcibly bring him under his command.

But seeing no resistance, just silent compliance, was quite disappointing. He expected the barbarian to react aggressively based on the rumors, even if only half of them were true.

Nonetheless, this had its own advantages. It implied that subduing and training him would be easier. Alan’s smile deepened.

“So. How long are you going to just stand there? I’ve already introduced myself.”

“Show your respect and declare your identity—now!”

Thud. Thud.

The Royal Guards stomped their feet with aura, amplifying the pressure. The commotion drew the attention of countless onlookers, and Alan raised his chin, urging a prompt response.

In the midst of this situation, where even the bravest warrior might falter, the barbarian at the center seemed indifferent.

‘What’s this guy babbling about?’

Khan was here seeking a connection with the royal family by visiting the Black Winged Duke’s city and had coincidentally encountered the second prince. He understood that much. Considering his own goals, he should be pleased to skip past unnecessary procedures.

However, the attitude of the prince annoyed him greatly.

It was well known that the basic manners of Midland nobles were despicable, but the man in front of him surpassed those norms by far. Using his armored entourage to intimidate from the outset? The guy was old enough to know better…

‘Clearly, this guy didn’t receive proper upbringing.’

Such individuals made disciplinary measures, timeless across ages, ever relevant. It was time to impart a lesson in traditional Confucian manners, Khan concluded.

“Don’t hit him.”

At that moment, Aries, in a voice barely audible to the party, restrained Khan. Leo, who had been quiet, was startled by her words, his glance questioning, ‘Were you really planning to hit the prince?’


‘Do they think I’m some uneducated barbarian?’

Irritated, Khan frowned and spoke up.

“I had no such intention.”

“No. You would have hit him. If it’s you, definitely.”

“Sir. Even so, resorting to violence against a member of the royal family is a bit…”

“My lord. I’m ready to fight. Facing the Royal Guards… it’s thrilling.”

“You lot—!”

A Royal Guard, angered by the party’s banter while leaving Prince Alan awkwardly standing, drew his sword. Yet, the party remained calm and unflinching, a demeanor that seemed to fuel the guards’ fury even more.

Buzz!

The sight was staggering: multiple brilliant auras, making the Argon knights they’d encountered thus far seem insignificant. It was as if a blue sun had risen near the city gates.

“How dare you fail to show proper respect when facing the rightful heir of Argon’s noble lineage! You deserve to lose your heads right here—right now—!”

The aura amplified his voice to a thunderous volume, more potent than a nearby lightning strike. Yet, Prince Alan, despite his proximity, didn’t flinch or cover his ears, spared from the impact by the knight’s precise aura control.

“Haha. Sir Adrian, don’t be too harsh. Have they not shown signs of fear?”

“Your Highness, please step back to safeguard your person. Who knows what kind of ruffian acts these uncouth individuals might commit.”

“Surely not. Can someone who’s righted a rebellion in the North behave so rudely? Must be a momentary shock.”

Isn’t that so?

Prince Alan’s slender tone had an unveiled threat within it. The implication was clear: if they didn’t respond, the Royal Guard’s blades would fall.

It was a blatant act. A typical intimidation tactic where Sir Adrian frightened them, and Alan played the forgiving prince.

“So. Here I am, being gracious. How long will you make me wait—”

“I don’t want to tell you.”


“…What?”

Alan’s face froze at the incomprehensible response. Even if he wasn’t the crown prince, how many had the audacity to outright refuse him, the second prince?

But he picked the wrong opponent. This was someone who had seen the world’s end multiple times over and was a savvy modern-day corporate worker who survived on wits.

In the brief moment spent in meaningless exchange, Khan had already grasped the situation and smirked.

“If I say I don’t want to tell you, what can you do about it?”

***

“You dare—”

As Adrian stomped his foot, his figure blurred. He enhanced his leg strength with aura, closing the distance in an instant. Known as the Steel Wall of the Royal Guard, his skills were among the best within the Royal Guard.

‘The hero of the demonic realm subjugation? How laughable!’

In his eyes, a barbarian who couldn’t even wield mana wasn’t worth the effort.

Covered in a thin layer of aura and donning the specially crafted plate armor provided to the Royal Guard, there wasn’t a force capable of penetrating his defenses. Even Pashantu, the champion of the Black Winged Duke, had lost to the Black Winged Duke because she couldn’t break through his defense.

‘This one will be the same.’

“Haah!”

With a short battle cry, his aura flared like wildfire. No complicated moves were needed. Adrian poured as much aura into his specially made sword as it could withstand, intending to crush the barbarian with pure aura strength.

However, contrary to his expectations, the one who blocked his path wasn’t the barbarian but a handsome young man who appeared to be his companion.

“My lord! Leave this to me…!”

The young man, Leo, holding a shield made of pure white alloy, had a radiant glow in his eyes.

Recognizing this glow instantly, Adrian was momentarily taken aback, but only for a moment. The resounding clash between the charging Royal Guard and the apprentice Paladin rang far beyond the city gates.

“What…?”

“Stand back!”


Unexpectedly, the duel ended in a stalemate.

Adrian, one of the top knights in the Royal Guard, was evenly matched with an apprentice Paladin. Adrian was shocked, while Leo calmly pushed Adrian back with his shield.

‘How can this be!’

The recoil transmitted through the shield was unparalleled. Even clashing with another Royal Guard at full strength wouldn’t feel like this. Adrian immediately realized that this young Paladin was no ordinary opponent and adjusted his stance.

It wasn’t the barbarian called the Executioner, but the fact that he was forced back by a mere youth that bruised his pride.

‘Well, this is how it would turn out.’

For Khan, who knew of Leo’s future, the outcome wasn’t all that surprising.

Even though they were the royal knights of a frontier kingdom, they struggled against high-ranking knights of the empire.

But Leo was born into an imperial noble family and was a prodigy who broke records to become the youngest Paladin Commander. What’s more, he remained an apprentice simply due to a lack of experience and personal ambition.

Bang—!

Leo’s skill level easily surpassed that of an average Paladin.

Amidst the dazzling display of various aura techniques, Leo stood firm like a towering tree. Having not been pushed back an inch from his initial clash with Adrian, Leo appeared to still have plenty of strength to spare.

This was because Paladins were characterized by their resilience.

Swordmasters gained overwhelming offensive power through techniques that could cut through anything. Knights achieved versatility through their ability to utilize aura in various ways. Paladins, however, boasted incredible defensive capabilities born from their strong faith, their sacred power, and the blessing-based self-healing that allowed them to perform as impenetrable walls.

Unlike Aries, who was heavily focused on offense, Leo represented the most orthodox form of a Paladin.

“How dare this brat—!”

Adrian, irritated by Leo’s calm demeanor, signaled to the surrounding Royal Guards. It was a blatant indication that they should all gang up to crush Khan’s party. Leo turned to Khan as if seeking his opinion.

“Well, you said you’d handle it.”

“My lord…”

Khan’s response was only a delighted laugh, like a middle schooler who had found an entertaining fight to watch.

As Leo’s face turned sullen at the prospect of facing over ten Royal Guards alone, a flash of light shot into the middle of the skirmish.

────Boom!

The flash came first, followed by a delayed but deafening roar.

“Have you lost your mind, Adrian.”

At the low yet clear voice that followed, Adrian and the rest of the Royal Guards froze in place.

“You’re threatening non-citizens of the kingdom in a public place? You’ve become so obsessed with petty politics that you’ve forgotten your honor?”

“Vice-captain…!”

“Shut up.”

A woman, now retrieving a bolt the size of a spear from where the flash had struck, appeared. It was Lucia de Negras, vice-captain of the Royal Guards, who reprimanded them harshly.

“We’ll discuss your conduct later. And…”

Lucia’s gaze moved from Alan to the barbarian, who watched her with an amused expression.

“Prince and esteemed guests, it would be better to move inside where there are fewer prying eyes.”

Though her tone was polite, it was unmistakably commanding. Alan’s face twisted briefly before he complied with a nod.

“What about our guest?”

“Of course, let’s go.”

With Lucia’s intervention, the commotion at the gate was swiftly quelled, and Alan, along with Khan’s party, made their way to Negras Castle together.

“Everyone worked hard. Sir Adrian and Sir Lucia will take care of the rest, so please rest.”

“Yes!”

Alan, accompanied by Royal Guards who supported him, disappeared along with some of the court’s servants, while the rest followed Lucia to a room that was still fragrant from a recent meal.

“Hmm. It seems rather turbulent outside. Did something interesting happen, Prince Alan?”

“… Just a minor disturbance. Nothing for you to worry about, Duke.”

“Not something for me to worry about? If I don’t pay attention to beasts barking in my own yard, soon enough, the garden will be a mess.”

It was a shockingly frank statement. Even if he was not the crown prince, Alan was still of royal blood, and to call him a ‘beast’ was extreme. Yet neither Alan, Adrian, who served him, nor Lucia, the vice-captain of the Royal Guards, dared to contradict the middle-aged man. They couldn’t.

“I’ve always said moderation is key. Wouldn’t you agree, Prince Alan?”

“…Yes, I suppose.”

“And despite that?”

Annoyance was clear on the middle-aged man’s face as he stood up, filling the room despite his average stature. His presence was overpowering.

His neatly combed hair, set with fine oils, framed his brows and eyes, resembling those of a predatory bird.

“It was like this… Despite that, you show up unannounced at my castle and disturb the order? Is this how you respect me, the family head? Look at you, Prince Alan, acting as if you already wear the crown.”

“That’s not what—”

“Enough.”

The strongest knight of the kingdom, the sole duke, and publically a duke with a royal lineage, the Black Winged Duke cut off Prince Alan. He spoke with a stern expression.

“It seems Prince Alan needs a refresher in his education. In my day, nobility was supposed to embody ambition hidden behind modesty and smiles. Of course, I taught you this. But what is this? Jumping around like a pony with its tail on fire just because the king and the crown prince are absent? If you behave like this, what example does that set for your peers? It’s lamentable. In my younger days, nobility wasn’t about acting foolishly; we had to continuously prove our worth and achieve through our own merit. Just because one is born a prince doesn’t mean he is entitled to everything…”

As one lesson flowed into another without pause, Alan’s face crumpled and Lucia sighed. Meanwhile, Khan, who had been quietly observing, nodded in genuine admiration.

‘Everything he says is spot on.’
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“It was a time before I had inherited my title. Yes, back when I was merely a Royal Guard serving the king. During the fierce succession battle, I marched alone into the opposition’s stronghold and declared: If anyone has the courage to lay down their life for their lord, stand before me. Ah, those were the days of true valor. But nowadays, the young ones rely on luck at every opportunity…”

“Stop—! Please, stop, Your Grace.”

“Lucia, what is this about? I still have much to say…”

“We are on official business, Duke.”

The Black Wing Duke, who had been monologuing for about twenty minutes, cleared his throat.

“The crucial matter now is that Prince Alan publicly threatened the person known as the Hero of the North. He used the royal guards as if they were his personal enforcers.”

“The vice-captain is correct. Prince, do you have any explanation?”

“…This is a misunderstanding. I merely made him pay for the insult to the royal bloodline.”

At Alan’s words, the Black Wing Duke turned to Khan, who had been listening to his long-winded tale with a nodding head.

“Is that true?”

“Well, I’m not sure if it was an insult. He stopped me and asked for my name, and I said I didn’t feel like telling him. Is that disrespect?”

“If you’re a subject of the kingdom.”

“I am a warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge, so I am not included in that.”

“Well… that’s technically correct.”

“Duke…!”

Prince Alan, who was about to voice his grievances, found his mouth covered by the Black Wing Duke.

“Prince, in this matter, you are at fault. Regardless, he is a key figure in suppressing the rebellion in the north. No matter your royal blood, this time you were out of line.”

“I am a prince of Argon!”

“Just a prince. Not the king, nor the crown prince.”

Prince Alan’s mouth shut tight. The words of the Black Wing Duke, who was practically the teacher of all royal blood, carried that much weight.


“What would you have done if he had responded aggressively to your rudeness?”

“I would have taken his head.”

“That is precisely why you haven’t become the crown prince.”

“What do you mean by that!”

Bang—!!

At the sudden impact from the nearby clash, Prince Alan staggered. Adrian quickly grabbed him, but even Adrian’s face was painted with shock.

“Your hospitality is quite rough.”

Khan calmly muttered these words, having caught the Black Wing Duke’s lightning-fast punch with his palm while remaining in place.

Realizing what had happened, Alan’s face grew rigid.

“I apologize. As his guardian, I wanted to correct the child’s mistake.”

“If that’s the case.”

The kingdom’s strongest knight had launched a surprise attack, which Khan had effortlessly blocked. That alone allowed Adrian and Alan to fathom a glimpse of Khan’s prowess. If Khan had truly intended to harm Alan…

“None of the lackeys under your command would have been able to stop this man. Even if they did manage, it would be after the prince was already dead.”

“If he tries to take my life, he won’t escape unscathed either.”

“Of what use is that? Are you suggesting the entire Royal Guard be mobilized just to take down this one man? That would be a significant loss and, in death, you would become a laughingstock.”

The unfiltered reality turned Alan’s face even more sour.

“So, let’s pretend this never happened. You’ve just met for the first time here, and now you will begin proper conversations. Understood?”

***

After the situation was mediated by the Black Wing Duke, a spontaneous gathering was arranged where light drinks and conversations were shared.

“Ha-ha-ha! This fellow is so different from the youngsters nowadays. Quite polite and straightforward!”


“And you, sir, are a rare example of a proper adult. I don’t see many like you around here.”

“Really? Is that so?”

“What you said earlier truly resonated with me.”

“Ha-ha-ha! Even my own children don’t take such words seriously, let alone expect to hear them from someone I just met!”

“They’re just young and distracted. Honestly, the problem with the youngsters these days is that they’re too unfocused.”

“Exactly, exactly!”

As the Black Wing Duke and Khan suddenly found common ground in their discussion about the “youth nowadays,” Aries, watching them with a deadpan expression, casually remarked,

“You two are similar.”

“…”

“…”

The atmosphere immediately chilled. The sudden silence made Leo, who was sitting next to Aries, glance around in surprise. Aries, however, continued eating her meal nonchalantly.

Unable to stand the silence, Leo was about to speak when the Black Wing Duke burst into hearty laughter.

“I was just thinking it would be nice to have a younger brother like him! The young lady has a keen eye!”

“I’m not a young lady.”

“And she’s right. This fellow’s temperament matches well with mine. I heard you’ve known Pashantu since childhood, right? Maybe that’s why?”

“In Hoarfrost Gorge, everyone knows each other; it’s nothing special.”

“Is that so? Perhaps I’ll visit Hoarfrost Gorge sometime if I get the chance.”

You’ll regret it. Khan chewed a thick piece of meat a couple of times before swallowing it.

“Hmm. I’d like to spend the night chatting with you about various topics, but… circumstances don’t allow it.”

“That can wait until we’ve finished our business.”


“Indeed. So, let’s get to the main topic…”

The Black Wing Duke, who had been sitting slouched as if drunk, suddenly straightened his posture.

“First, it’s proper to hear from Prince Alan. Though I have a rough idea.”

“I intend to subjugate the wyverns. In the name of the royal family, and on a grand scale.”

“And, of course, the glory for it will belong entirely to the prince.”

“… I am gathering forces for this purpose. Not just any forces, but real warriors who can prove their mettle against wyverns. Like the champion you treasure, or the Executioner sitting here.”

“Borrow Pashantu? That’s not difficult. She’d jump at the chance. But if I, as her nominal employer, am not inclined, then what?”

“That would be unfortunate. But you must understand, duke. The kingdom’s subjects are currently in great turmoil due to the unprecedented disaster brought by the wyverns.”

The Black Wing Duke openly snorted at Alan’s words. It was ridiculous to him that an ordinarily arrogant prince would now bring up concern for the kingdom’s subjects.

“Of course, I am not asking for your help for free. The Yorthus Marquisate and three other count families have promised compensation.”

“The forces supporting you. However, you should know that it’s not tempting enough for me.”

“Perhaps your champion might desire it. If it’s promised to aid her in her duel against you, she might accept.”

“And what about this man?”

The Black Wing Duke turned the conversation to Khan.

“With his skills, there must be plenty of people willing to offer a fortune for his services, even disregarding his barbarian origins. How much are you prepared to offer?”

“… That will be a matter of negotiation from this point forward.”

“You’ve already disrupted the initial stages by threatening him—a hero who brought order to the chaos in the north, no less.”

“Of course… I’m prepared to make up for that slight.”

At these words, the Black Wing Duke smiled in satisfaction and winked at Khan, indicating he had done his part. Khan responded with a slight chuckle.

“My services don’t come cheap.”

“What do you desire? From what I’ve heard, you’re not interested in gold. Would an extraordinary weapon suffice?”

“What you call an extraordinary weapon might be very different from what I consider one.”

“Don’t underestimate the royal power. We can provide you with far more than enough weaponry.”

“We’ll see.”

The Black Wing Duke openly snorted at Prince Alan’s words. The notion of the usually arrogant Alan suddenly expressing concern for the kingdom’s subjects seemed absurd to him.

It was as if Khan’s smile was saying, “Can you even prepare such things?”

Khan’s reaction was justified. Not only had he handled countless endgame items through games, but also possessed experience with bizarre cursed swords and divine axes.

To meet his standards, the support from Prince Alan’s factions alone wouldn’t suffice. At the very least—

“The royal treasury. That’s what it will take.”

“You insolent…!”

The one who exploded in anger was Adrian.

“How dare you! To open the royal treasury?”

“Don’t like it? Then forget it.”

“Prince! We don’t need this uncivilized brute’s help. I will personally subjugate the wyverns!”

“Well… good luck with that. Not that I think you’ll succeed.”

Smirk.

As Prince Alan raised his hand to stop the conflict between Adrian and Khan, he displayed a curious smile.

“I understand that you have immense confidence. So now, let me ask you this. If you believe that you are worth opening the royal treasury for, and if you genuinely desire it, who do you think has the slightest chance of granting that wish? For reference, his Majesty and the Crown Prince will not be involved in this matter at all.”

With a self-assured gesture, Alan placed his hand on his chest.

“It is I. In this time when His Majesty and the Crown Prince are absent, I am the one closest to the line of succession and the only one who can open the royal treasury.”

“Oh?”

“Furthermore, I am the one most likely to take on the role of regent shortly…”

“Prince Alan.”

The vice-captain of the Royal Guards, Lucia, who had been standing silently behind Alan, uttered a low admonition, and Alan feigned understanding.

“Well, that’s the gist of it. If you indeed covet the treasures of the royal family, I believe you now understand whose hand you need to grasp.”

With that, Alan fell silent, leaving it up to Khan to draw his conclusions. Alan’s way of subtly offering the possibility without explicitly promising the royal treasures was emblematic of noble cunning—or even more insidious.

He was fully aware of the power his status held and had craftily created an escape route for future accountability.

Such political maneuvering was so ingrained in him that only those well-versed in similar tactics would recognize the trap hidden in his words.

‘Damn it…’

Leo let out a silent sigh.

‘My lord is undoubtedly brilliant, but this is different.’

Born into an imperial noble family known for its cunning, Leo quickly recognized that Prince Alan’s words were a trap.

Prince Alan probably intended to borrow Khan’s strength and then later claim that he never had the authority to open the royal treasury in the first place. He would argue that he never explicitly promised the royal treasures. Those unfamiliar with politics might call it a sham, but that’s politics. Even the Black Wing Duke, who seemed unusually favorable towards Khan, would have no choice but to side with Alan.

‘Even for a mighty warrior, or perhaps because of his overwhelming strength, my lord wouldn’t be familiar with noble politics.’

Now was the moment for Leo to step in. While he couldn’t help Khan in combat, he was confident he could assist in these matters. But Leo’s thoughts were only half correct.

It was true that Khan wasn’t familiar with noble politics. However, through many backstabbing experiences, he had long since mastered how to deal with nobles. The method was simple—

“It doesn’t necessarily have to be you.”

“If not me, then who…”

“There are other royals with a claim to succession, ones who would see it as much more urgent than you.”

Flip the table and create a new setup to play by your own rules.

“So, let’s make it clear here. Will you open the treasury or not?”

With just a few words, Khan shifted the situation, forcing the opposite side to compete among themselves to offer him the compensation. He then crossed his arms and smirked.

“If you refuse… you know what happens.”
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“Your arrogance knows no bounds—!”

Prince Alan exploded in anger, fuming at Khan’s audacious suggestion to side with whoever offered more among the royal family. After venting his rage and storming out, he left Negras Castle with the Royal Guards in tow, promising retribution.

“He sure took his time saying he wouldn’t pay.”

“Are you sure it’s alright, my lord? Turning the royal family into enemies could make operating within the kingdom difficult.”

“When did I say I turned the royal family into my enemies? This prince doesn’t represent the entire royal family.”

Technically, Khan was correct. But Leo was worried about the simple fact that they had antagonized a prince powerful enough to command the Royal Guards for personal matters.

Of course, for someone strong enough to defeat demonic entities single-handedly, Khan could easily live in luxury even within the Empire.

“Considering your goals… wasn’t it a bad move?”

“No, it’s actually for the best.”

“For the best?”

“Do you think the way things turned out wasn’t carefully orchestrated?”

“Do you mean me?”

“Who else but you, Black Wing Duke?”

The middle-aged Black Wing Duke, whom Khan had pointed at, responded with a slight smirk and feigned innocence.

“I just did it because I like you.”

“Every word you said seemed to inflame the prince’s wrath. Was there no ulterior motive?”

“Who can tell how that narrow-minded and arrogant man would react?”

“A duke should have some insight.”

“How about we become sworn brothers? It’s not often one finds such a matched spirit.”

“Get through a warrior’s trial in Hoarfrost Gorge, and I will consider.”


“I must make a trip then.”

The Black Wing Duke, who had inadvertently booked himself a ticket to hell, leaned back in his chair with a cold smile.

“So, do you finally understand why I hindered the prince from allying with you?”

“Pashantu.”

“Huh?”

“When there was a commotion at the gate, Pashantu was conspicuously absent. Considering her temperament, she would normally rush out immediately.”

“…!”

The Black Wing Duke, who had been slouched casually, suddenly straightened up. Could it be that Khan had deduced so much already?

“Just a guess. My aunt must already be elsewhere, hunting wyverns with another member of the royal family, right?”

***

“────!”

The wyvern’s roar reverberated across distances, piercing ears and crushing wills.

This is why most wyverns are considered catastrophic entities, regardless of the variance in their combat prowess. Those who fall below a certain threshold of strength lose their will to fight even before engaging. They exude a dominating presence that draws in surrounding monsters and are uniformly difficult to kill due to their tough scales.

‘This… is a wyvern!’

The nearby roar made the woman’s head spin, causing her to recoil in shock. With long, slightly red-tinged blonde hair, the woman seemed out of place in the chaos of the battlefield. Yet, the spell forming in her hands was proof of her true capability.

“Get back!”

She chanted a spell with astonishing speed, far surpassing the typical casting time.

Even in her disoriented state from the roar, she completed a mid-level spell that pounded against the wyvern’s scales. Meanwhile, another woman—no, a barbarian warrior from Hoarfrost Gorge—laughed in the face of the explosive spell.

“Not hot at all!”

“Pashantu…!”


Despite the warning to retreat, Pashantu clung adamantly to the wyvern. Using the hand-to-hand combat techniques known as Kartus that was handed down among Hoarfrost Gorge warriors, she gripped the wyvern’s neck, resembling an imperial dragon knight.

“Kreeee!”

In reality, she was just barely holding onto the wyvern’s neck with her legs tied around it. The wyvern frantically flapped its wings to shake her off. But like most who passed the warrior’s trial, Pashantu was a master of Kartus.

Crunch!

As her grip tightened, the wyvern let out a pained scream and descended to the ground.

The red-blonde woman’s eyes sparkled. She didn’t miss the opportunity as the wyvern entered the range of her spell; she cast her spell, preventing its flight. Meanwhile, Pashantu began relentlessly hacking at the wyvern’s eyes with her black axe.

Even a wyvern with tough scales stood no chance against the barbarian warrior’s relentless assault.

Thud! Thud! Thud! Thud!

Barbarian warriors were naturally endowed with immense strength. Pashantu, who was especially large among them, shattered the hard shell behind the eyeball and crushed the brain with her axe.

Although the wyvern struggled for a while longer, it eventually lost its strength and collapsed to the ground.

“Kreeee…!”

With a final death cry, the wyvern died.

Freed from the dragon’s domination, the horde of monsters scattered in all directions to avoid the knights’ aura. The red-blonde woman finally let out a sigh of relief.

“It’s terrifying to think there are such monsters outside Argon…”

“It’s probably not that bad. If it were, all the countries outside the empire would have fallen long ago.”

“Sir Maxim.”

The knight enduring the monsters drawn by the wyvern nodded in agreement, albeit with a grim expression.

“I see now why the Black Wing Duke cherishes her so much. How is she capable of such feats without mana…”

“Is it impressive even to you, Sir Maxim?”

“Of course. Knights who wield aura can move like that, but it’s still astonishing. It requires the use of aura to achieve such agility. More importantly…”


That indomitable fighting spirit and reckless combat style are the most threatening. Swallowing his unspoken thoughts, Maxim shifted the topic.

“Anyway, it’s fortunate. Prince Alan has yet to gather his forces, so you’re surely ahead of him.”

“Is it right to compete in matters like this…”

“Even if the princess has no intention, it is a situation where it must be done. You understand this, don’t you?”

“Yes….”

Princess Delphina of the Argon Kingdom, and blood sister to the crown prince, wore a worried expression.

“For Alan, this is likely his last chance to become the crown prince.”

With both the king and the crown prince unable to make a move due to some issue, Delphina had also left the royal capital for the same reason. Specifically, to prevent Alan from increasing his influence, she embarked on a wyvern hunt with her trusted knight Sir Maxim and the Black Wing Duke’s champion, Pashantu.

‘That’s right. What’s already done can’t be undone; it’s too late to dwell on it and stand idle.’

After requesting Maxim and Pashantu to clean up the battlefield, Delphina met with the mayor of the city, now ravaged by the wyvern’s rampage.

“Your Highness, Princess…! Did you really subdue that troublesome beast?”

Tears filled the mayor’s eyes as he knelt before Delphina, expressing his gratitude. With the city on the brink of ruin due to the sudden appearance of the wyvern, Delphina’s intervention had saved it, making her a benefactor to the mayor’s cause.

“His Majesty and the Crown Prince won’t ignore this crisis. Personally, I intend to support you as well, so please take good care of the citizens and focus on rebuilding.”

“You, you mean that? I will do my utmost to restore the city. Long live His Majesty the King!”

Those saved in this manner would naturally become loyal to the king’s faction. With such belief, Delphina set out for another city. There were numerous cities mourning the unprecedented disaster of the wyvern, leaving her no time to rest.

Fortunately, the royal family members of the Argon Kingdom were known for their robust physiques and proficiency in mana manipulation, allowing even Delphina, not used to forced marches, to keep up with the pace of Pashantu and Maxim without much difficulty.

“Princess looks like someone from Hoarfrost Gorge!”

“Ha ha… Thank you for the compliment.”

Pashantu’s comment about Delphina resembling a barbarian was intended as praise, though Delphina momentarily pondered whether it was praise or insult.

“Next, we head to the border of the south and west.”

“Yes, despite drafting five knights and two hundred soldiers from the nearby city, they failed to subdue the wyvern. It is currently nesting near the city and asleep.”

“Any information on the wyvern?”

“According to our information source, the White Raven, it is a wyvern previously encountered in the Georges Principality. At that time, a knight known as Ehram of the Great Sword successfully subdued it alone, but there is not much other information available. However, there are details about this knight Ehram, suggesting he is at least on par with high-ranking knights of the Empire…”

“That’s ambiguous.”

It wasn’t that the information from the White Raven was ambiguous. Given the pressing time constraints, they had done their best. The problem lay in the fact that Sir Ehram’s solo subjugation of the wyvern added an element of uncertainty.

“Ehram of the Great Sword. He’s quite well-known among knights. If he had been born in the Empire, he might have aspired to be a high-ranking knight, but…”

“But since Sir Ehram didn’t disclose the battle’s details, the wyvern’s true strength remains unknown. The only clear takeaway is that the wyvern was strong enough to warrant his intervention.”

“Yes, that’s the likely assumption.”

“Do you think it’s possible with you, Pashantu, and my magic?”

“… Frankly speaking, I wouldn’t recommend it. While I have no qualms about sacrificing myself for you, Princess.”

Maxim’s words, indicating that her safety couldn’t be guaranteed if the wyvern exceeded their expectations, made Delphina shake her head.

“Don’t worry about me.”

Delphina’s words weren’t a lie to ease Maxim’s concerns, nor were they an arrogant overestimation of her abilities.

“I am also of Argon’s royal blood.”

It was simply a matter of fact, derived from her inherent exceptional nature due to her bloodline.

Maxim might not fully grasp the implications of her statement, but without hesitation, he turned his horse towards the wyvern’s reported location.

Thus, the unusual party comprising the warrior from Hoarfrost Gorge, the kingdom’s princess, and her accompanying knight, prepared to subjugate the wyverns, moving ahead of the second prince who sought the throne.

Along the way, Delphina kept tabs on the wyvern subjugations across Argon with updates from the White Raven. Suddenly, she called out in a disturbed voice.

“Ahhh!”

“Princess, what’s wrong?”

“Maxim, could you take a look at this? I can hardly believe my own eyes…”

“Of course.”

Known for her wisdom and foresight, Delphina’s alarm was unusual. Receiving the paper bearing the White Raven’s seal, Maxim’s face tightened in tension.

“What… what is this…”

“What’s going on?”

“Ah, warrior Pashantu. The letter here… but I believe you can’t read.”

Trying to calm his racing heart, Maxim relayed the letter’s contents in simpler terms that Pashantu could understand, despite its unbelievable information.

“A wyvern in the southwest was slain by warriors following His Majesty’s orders. Alongside this, five cities that had suffered wyvern attacks have sequentially been rescued. Additionally… a nobility-endorsed declaration of support has been included…”

“What is it saying! Speak plainly!”

Trying to explain the inexplicable, Maxim could only respond:

“I don’t understand it either. What on earth is happening…!”

***

“Explain this situation—!”

“Prince Alan! Please calm your anger…!”

“Calm my anger? You incompetent fools!”

Prince Alan, his face flushed red as if it were about to burst, furiously threw the documents containing the information to the ground, shouting in rage.

“Those damned bastards are stealing my prey, and you want me to calm down—!”

The prince’s furious outburst echoed through the room, creating an atmosphere thick with tension. His Royal Guards stood helplessly, unable to pacify his fury.

Prince Alan could scarcely believe the contents of the documents. Reports indicated that other factions within Argon, possibly led by his rivals, had successfully subjugated the wyverns he intended to hunt. These efforts had not only quelled the monstrous threat but also garnered significant support from key nobles whose endorsements were now attached to the reports.

To Alan, it felt like his last chance to prove himself worthy of the crown was slipping away, and he couldn’t afford to lose any more ground to his competitors.

“Gather all our remaining forces! We can’t let them take all the credit. We move out immediately!”

The urgency in his command left no room for hesitation as the guards quickly scrambled to carry out his orders.

As Alan stewed in his anger, his thoughts turned to vengeance and outmaneuvering those who dared to undermine his plans. The game of thrones was more treacherous than ever, and he knew he couldn’t afford a single misstep.
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“My lord, this was the last one.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. The White Raven… Revn was his name, right? He mentioned that the wyverns appearing in other regions would be dealt with independently. We would waste our time by going there.”

“If he says so, then that must be the case. Understood.”

Thud!

As Khan casually tossed aside the corpse of the asphyxiated wyvern, cold sweat ran down Leo’s back upon witnessing Khan’s overwhelming strength. After striking a deal with the Black Wing Duke, Khan had split their group into two for hunting wyverns, and this one was the fourth wyvern Khan and Leo had successfully hunted together.

And of all the wyverns they had hunted, this one had been the most formidable and powerful. Contrary to Leo’s expectations that this would present a significant challenge, the hunt had ended remarkably swiftly.

‘To choke a wyvern to death? Doing what even spells struggle to achieve with bare hands…’

This particular wyvern, even among its kin, was known for its exceptional toughness. Considering Leo had failed to make even a scratch on the creature’s brown scales with his sword, the wyverns and basilisks Khan had previously hunted paled in comparison.

Khan had not just subdued but had crushed the thick neck of the beast, reducing the neck to half its original size. Witnessing Khan’s raw power indirectly, Leo couldn’t help but imagine himself in a fight against Khan.

‘It would be a certain defeat. There’s no blocking that…’

Even for a knight specialized in defense, Leo wouldn’t be any more resilient than the wyvern that had just died from strangulation. If he were to face Khan’s strike directly, he’d likely be obliterated instantly.

‘Don’t ever challenge him.’

Leo inwardly vowed.

Meanwhile, Khan, having finished his role of stabilizing the kingdom by dispatching the wyverns on behalf of the king, was shaking off the blood from his hands, contemplating the future.

‘If Aries acted correctly, those insolent ones who wanted to hunt the wyverns would find themselves out of targets.’

At present, amidst the unprecedented attacks of wyverns shaking public confidence, if Alan managed to seize control, he could potentially step in due to the king and crown prince’s inability to act, leading the kingdom’s administration.

Khan’s role was to stabilize the land under the king’s name by subduing wyverns across Argon, hence uniting the shaky loyalty of the king’s faction and calming the public.

‘My part is mostly done here. I will have to see if more wyverns appear…’

The simultaneous emergence of wyverns uncharacteristic of Argon’s land suggested that the current attacks might just be preliminary skirmishes in a larger scheme.


‘Tch. This uneasy premonition of mine never seems to be wrong, which is problematic in itself.’

***

The next day, Khan and Leo, who were being treated as honored guests in a nearby city, were joined by Aries and Maya. With them came a suspicious character, a particular aunt, and a royal family member in tow.

“So, you were a rebel soldier before, and now you’re a princess’s bodyguard?”

“I go where the money takes me. It’s always been that way.”

“You’re quite the mercenary. So, what’s the reason for the master of the popular intelligence guild coming all the way here?”

“Well… it’s better if you hear it from the princess herself.”

Revn, the White Raven, familiar in his royal-insignia-marked armor, retreated quietly. Flanked by Pashantu and another knight, with distinctive red-blonde hair, stood the princess herself.

“I am Delphina de Argon y Reinen. I extend my gratitude for stabilizing the kingdom in the absence of His Majesty and the Crown Prince.”

“Your Highness!”

“Maxim, I’m merely showing due courtesy.”

A royal bowing to a barbarian without a hint of subservience. Compared to the typical royal demeanor showed by Alan, this princess was clearly distinct. Moreover, her gaze remained steady even when faced with imposing figures covered in scars, a sight that would make most hardened mercenaries flinch.

‘She truly is unique in many ways.’

After leaving a lasting first impression, Delphina straightened up and got to the point.

“Sir Lucia, the vice-captain of the Royal Guards and daughter of the Black Wing Duke, sent a message. Prince Alan has secretly visited his maternal relatives in Yorthus and disappeared with a group.”

“Wouldn’t it be too late for him to act now? Is he planning to assault the capital?”

“While I can’t say there’s no chance of that, I believe it’s unlikely. Because…”

“The trading firm operated by the Yorthus Marquisate is the largest in the kingdom. Though they call them escort troops, they’re essentially private soldiers spread across the kingdom, and due to their royal connections, they have ties everywhere.”

“Reven is correct. Essentially, Alan’s recent movement means that the Yorthus Marquisate has acquired critical information. And that information must be something…”

Something significant enough to completely shift the current power dynamics.


“It’s unlikely Alan would make such a bold move without that kind of leverage.”

“Can you track him, reven?”

“We’re doing our best, but it’s difficult to ensure timely results. They’ve realized I’m involved and have been scattering their forces around. While the White Raven has grown recently, it’s still no match for the resources commanded by the royal connections.”

“It’s becoming troublesome.”

Is this a final, desperate move?

In Khan’s view, Prince Alan had limited options to overturn his unfavorable situation.

Occupying the capital while the king and crown prince were absent was one. However, a rebellion without public support was destined to fail. Even a fool wouldn’t make that mistake. Another option was—

‘To resolve a catastrophe that could bring the kingdom to its knees under his leadership.’

This method would not only secure public support but also cement Alan’s claim to power. However, there was a prerequisite: the threat had to be dire enough that saving the people would elicit genuine gratitude.

Helping someone with just a wet foot wouldn’t earn much thanks. True gratitude comes when one is rescued while drowning.

‘Prince Alan will likely make his move right after a major incident. Any action taken after that would be too late.’

Yet, it remained questionable whether Alan could tackle a threat large enough to endanger the entire kingdom with just his personal forces.

With no other choice but to concentrate their intelligence efforts on the whereabouts of the vanished Prince Alan, Khan found himself in a frustrating stalemate.

In this moment, a crucial letter arrived for Khan through the mercenary guild, potentially containing the key to breaking the deadlock.

“Diego…?”

**

Diego thought back.

In his forty-two years, a turning point in his life would be the moment he got entangled with a certain barbarian in Wagner.

Sure, there was the humiliating experience of pulling a wagon in place of a horse. But the rewards were worth it, and his mercenary career underwent significant transformation because of it.

“Heh-heh. My precious, you’re still shining today.”


The black sword, gifted by a dwarf whom Khan had saved during the Wagner conflict, could cut through orc leather with ease. It was a supreme weapon!

Combining this with Diego’s fairly decent swordsmanship meant that he began earning several times more than he did before for the same effort.

Naturally, his reputation spread among the mercenary guilds, attracting higher-paying clients. Eventually, he even received a recruitment offer from the largest trading company in the kingdom.

Promised luxurious meals, comfortable lodgings, and a hefty salary just for being a figurehead, Diego was quick to accept their offer.

‘The must be rolling in money, being part of the royal relatives and directly operated by the marquisate. Damn nobles.’

Initially, he felt a peculiar sense of resistance.

Despite having so much wealth, they manipulated the kingdom’s finances through their trading company, indifferent to whether people starved. This behavior disgusted him—but only briefly.

‘Long live the nobles.’

They didn’t make him do anything dangerous, paid him just to oversee the wheels of the trading company, and were extremely generous employers. Where else could someone find such benevolent benefactors?

Swearing eternal loyalty to the trading company, Diego did his utmost to get noticed by his employers. Eventually, he became one of the chief guardians, learning some intricacies of the company’s operations along the way.

“They’re moving to make this prince the crown prince?”

“Yeah. You might not know since you climbed up so quickly, but the head of the trading company, Yorthus, is a royal relative.”

“I know that much. But isn’t the crown prince already decided?”

“Well, the royal family has its issues. Apparently, the higher-ups see a good chance, so they’re supporting Prince Alan to build his merits.”

One of the most amiable of his fellow chief guardians offered this bit of advice, which caught Diego by surprise.

“So, we might soon lead the guardians on a wyvern subjugation?”

“Not us mercenaries directly, but we could support the effort.”

“Even so…”

Yet, when a group claiming to be “The King’s Warriors” suddenly appeared and began aggressively subjugating wyverns, the situation shifted rapidly.

“Mobilization orders?”

“Yeah, damn it. I didn’t think the easy life would last forever, but here it is.”

“What’s the reason?”

“No idea. There’s chaos about some barbarian.”

“A barbarian…?”

Diego’s mind raced. Could it be that the barbarian, Khan, was involved somehow? The pieces started to come together, but uncertainty loomed.

As Diego calmed his racing heart at the mention of the word “barbarian,” he realized the gravity of the situation.

Those with a responsibility to respond to the mobilization order—including top management and key mercenaries of the trading organization—gathered at the Yorthus inner base, waiting for the head of the trading company to appear.

However, someone unexpected showed up instead, accompanied by a groveling company head and over a dozen knights.

“Prince, you may take them.”

The sudden appearance of Prince Alan threw the assembly into disarray. Those aware of the rumors reacted as if the inevitable had come, while those in the dark were simply puzzled by the prince’s unexpected entrance.

Among them, Diego’s thoughts raced.

‘Damn, this has to be it, right?’

He realized this moment was another pivotal juncture in his life. He was confident that whatever choice he made at this crossroads would once again significantly alter the course of his life.

And then he remembered the promise he had made when parting ways with Gordi Khan, the monstrous barbarian.

‘Let me know if anything interesting happens in the south.’

That promise echoed in his mind, compelling him to act. Diego knew that his decision now could lead him either to unparalleled opportunities or unforeseen dangers, and the choice weighed heavily on him.

TL’s Corner:

Another person from Khan’s past.
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Chapter 124. The Royal Bloodline (6)

All correspondence addressed to the “Silver Shield Mercenary Gordi Khan” by the mercenary guild is handled with utmost urgency. This was a special arrangement requested by Khan to swiftly receive weapons and letters from Magus Jerome of the Mage Tower, and it was facilitated by direct influence from Kal Elson, disseminated to all branches of the Argon mercenary guild.

Unaware of this, Diego had cleverly attempted to contact Khan through the guild, inadvertently making the best possible choice. The letter, written in the characteristically messy script of medieval times, was legible enough to get the message across.

「You might not remember me, but I thought I’d leave a letter just in case. After parting ways, I’ve been working as the head of security for the Yorthus Marquisate…」

「… Then I heard from a colleague that upper management was badmouthing a barbarian. It hit me immediately—this must be related to you! It happened in Wagner too.」

「So, here’s what I wanted to say: The trading company under the Yorthus Marquisate is heading west with Prince Alan. They spread people all over Argon but are converging in the west. It smells fishy. I don’t know the details, but I thought you’d want to know. Hope you get the gist.」

Khan shared the essential parts of the letter with his party: Prince Alan was heading west with significant forces from the trading company.

“The west…”

Aries, rarely showing unease, had an uneasy reaction. Khan nodded, acknowledged her concerns. Even for someone as emotionally reserved as her, the west was a place that brought many thoughts. And Khan was no exception.

The west was where his journey toward his goal began in earnest. For Aries, it was where she dealt with a lifelong vendetta.

“Do you have any idea what’s going on?”

“Yes.”

“Really?!”

Princess Delphina, surprised, closed the distance between them. Despite being a royal princess, her candid behavior was unusual, but Khan didn’t show it. Instead, he spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear.

“There’s a ticking time bomb in the west.”

“Ah…!”

Maya realized it first, followed by Delphina and Maxim, their expressions hardening.

“The Western Great Mountain Range. It seems something’s about to go off there.”

***

The city of Nordic, next to the Necar Mountain and adjacent to the Western Great Mountain Range, was experiencing considerable upheaval.


Most of the city’s population survived off the byproducts from the monsters of Necar Mountain. Recently, though, it had been thrown into chaos.

Not only had the infamous dark mage, Darkin Perayas, taken refuge on Necar Mountain, but it was also revealed that several key figures in the city were colluding with Darkin to engage in illegal human experiments.

When it was uncovered that even the deputy head of the monastery, norman, who was more respected than the mayor, was corrupt, the mayor, who was found indulging in decadence and neglecting his duties, couldn’t escape being implicated.

In the mayor’s stead, Prince Alan took advantage of the king’s and the crown prince’s absence to put a noble who supported him into the position.

Consequently, the influence of the trading company operated by the Yorthus Marquisate, Alan’s maternal relatives, swiftly took over Nordic. To maximize profits, they initiated a project using the new mayor:

‘The Great Western Mountain Range Development Project.’

The goal was to revitalize the monster material market by developing the uncharted Western Great Mountain Range.

The mercenaries of Nordic, who barely ventured into the depths of Necar Mountain out of fear of the creatures, quickly rebelled against this new project. The fear of the deep-seated monsters was deeply ingrained in their minds.

In response, the Yorthus Marquisate proposed an additional incentive:

‘Additional rewards based on development achievements, and potentially hiring entire mercenary groups as private soldiers of the marquisate.’

Mercenaries gradually started joining the development efforts. They began reporting their achievements not to the mercenary guild but directly to the Marquisate, who successfully brought Nordic under their complete influence.

“In the end, only the Marquisate profited. Uncharted territory offers numerous opportunities, and the Marquisate monopolized those opportunities with money. And all this was due to some passing barbarian taking down Darkin Perayas.”

“So what?”

“Nothing really. Just informing you of the situation in the city since you left.”

Revn, still disguised in armor bearing the royal insignia, laughed. Despite being on horseback, he had no trouble delivering such a lengthy explanation.

“In any case, I was genuinely surprised that you pinpointed Prince Alan’s destination as Nordic. Even more so considering you didn’t know the intricacies of the city’s situation.”

“You’re just flattering.”

Revn truly admired Khan’s intellect.

Yet, Khan was well aware that his intelligence wasn’t particularly noteworthy. His ability to deduce what others couldn’t and find answers with limited information was thanks to his knowledge and experience from games.

This was another instance of that.


‘I’m the only one who has actually ventured into the depths of Necar Mountain. That’s why I could immediately think of it.’

“The crucial question now is one: Can we get to Nordic before Prince Alan? And…”

“Can we resolve whatever Prince Alan is aiming for before it goes off, right?”

“Correct.”

As Khan nodded in response to her question, a determined resolve glimmered in Delphina’s eyes.

“If it’s Alan, he’ll wait until the city is half-destroyed before making a move. We must resolve this before him.”

“I don’t care either way. As long as the promised reward is delivered.”

“Rest assured. I will open the royal treasury for you, using my name if necessary.”

Khan was pleased with Delphina’s direct promise of compensation, unlike Alan’s evasive tactics. Smiling in satisfaction, he patted his horse, which was already panting under his weight, and muttered to himself.

‘Personally, I’d love to see that arrogant fool’s face when he realizes he’s too late.’

***

Thanks to the friendly forces of the king, crown prince, and Princess Delphina, swapping horses several times and cutting down on sleep, Khan and his party managed to reach Nordic before Prince Alan’s forces.

Alan’s troops, divided into numerous groups to hide their movements, had taken long detours, causing delays. In contrast, Khan’s group had advanced directly from the southwest, allowing them to arrive ahead.

But there was an issue.

“It looks like we’re too late.”

“No need to say it; I can see it. Small one.”

“I’m not small.”

“Now isn’t the time for this…!”

Leo, leaping gracefully from his horse and drawing his sword and shield, shouted.

He was right.


Boom───!!

Crash. Crunch!

The screams of people, the sounds of buildings collapsing, and the chaotic noise of weapons clashing filled the air beyond the high city walls.

Whatever Alan had aimed for was already active.

‘With high probability, it’s either a wyvern or a creature from the depths of Necar Mountain.’

Khan dismounted and picked up his axe and cursed sword in each hand with practiced ease.

“This will be a street battle. Leave the horses and clear a straight path. Ignore any obstacles—whether mercenaries or monsters. The more we dawdle, the greater the damage.”

“I’ll focus on protecting the princess. That way, you can concentrate on the fight.”

“Suit yourself.”

“Battle! Let’s go─!”

Fueled by the chaos unraveling before her, Pashantu hefted her black hand-axe and began carving a path through the city.

Her violent but effective method of dispatching monsters chasing the fleeing townsfolk drew attention.

Especially among mercenaries who had once faced off against the barbarian, their eyes widened in recognition.

“It’s the Skull Crusher!”

“Idiot, the Skull Crusher is a man!”

“Who the hell cares if she’s a woman? Look at that build!”

Pashantu’s imposing presence and ferocity made it clear: this was no ordinary battle, and they were in for a grueling conflict.

Those bastards are still using that nickname. Hearing the old, infamous nickname made Khan grimace as he suddenly turned his head to a commotion nearby.

“Brother! Just hang on a bit longer!”

“Ugh… I feel sick. Damn you guys!”

“Didn’t we tell you to lose weight?!”

“How am I supposed to lose weight with this leg?!”

A bald man was being awkwardly supported by two more bald men as they struggled to flee the city. In this wretched world, their brotherly bond was touching, though their predicament was dire: a monster was charging at them, maw agape.

That unforgettable ugly face, combined with his distinctive limp, made him hard to forget. After all, Khan had been the one who crippled his leg.

“Tch.”

Khan clicked his tongue and disappeared, reappearing behind the bumbling trio. They were too busy running to notice the monster lunging at them from behind.

“Shut up.”

With a sharp command, the monster’s head exploded against the city wall with a resounding crack.

“Holy crap! Who is that…?”

“Damn! It’s the Skull Crusher!”

“Quiet.”

Realizing they had nearly become monster chow, the brothers looked back and recognized Khan, causing them to nearly have a fit.

“You… what are you doing here? No, that’s a stupid question.”

The eldest brother, the limping one, shook his head, trying to remain calm.

“You must be here to deal with that monster, given your history of exploring the depths. I don’t know how you timed it, but you’ve made a mistake. The creature that’s emerged now is beyond…”

Boom—!

“What?”

Without even glancing back, Khan took down another massive monster that had leaped from the city wall with a single swing.

The sheer, overwhelming power and instincts left even the eldest of the ugly trio speechless. For a moment, he swallowed hard, thinking, this guy’s a monster too…

“The creature that broke through the walls near Necar Mountain was something from the depths. It was unlike anything we’ve seen before, and it makes you wonder how it could have hidden such a massive body.”

“Did you see it yourself?”

“I did. Unless my eyes are failing, there’s no way I could have missed it. It was a giant serpent with multiple heads…how could anyone miss that?”

“A serpent with multiple heads?”

“Yes. It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? Larger than buildings and with several heads. Unless it’s some witch’s experiment, I can’t imagine such a horrifying creature existing…”

Damn it.

Interrupting the limping man’s explanation with a curse, Khan instinctively looked toward the city wall—or rather, beyond it.

‘… We’re screwed.’
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Hydra.

In any fantasy game, novel, or medium, it’s a monster that frequently appears. Also, in the fifth act of Darkin subjugation, it was the worst mid-boss encounter you could face. This was because the resources required to deal with it were monumental.

At the end of the fifth act, a player character who had reached superhuman levels could still be instantly dissolved by its deadly venom. It possessed monstrous strength and size, unmatched by any ordinary strength stats, and its rapid regeneration made a troll seem insignificant by comparison.

At a glance, one might mistake it for being similar to the basilisk previously hunted. However, the true terror of the Hydra lay elsewhere.

Boom—!

As they crossed through the gate, the sight of the serpent’s numerous ‘heads’ writhing over the buildings became evident.

There it was.

That was the primary reason the Hydra was classified as a calamity.

With as many heads as lives, it would regenerate instantly unless all the heads were removed at once. Moreover, its blood contained a fatal toxin that was lethal even upon contact.

Its sheer size made previously hunted wyverns and basilisks appear like infants in comparison.

Considering this was effectively the second act of the main quest, encountering such a creature was nearly impossible. If this were a game, the obvious choice would be to flee without hesitation.

But this was reality.

‘I can’t just reboot and start over because the route got a bit tangled…’

Reality was indeed grimmer than any poorly designed game.

“Six heads…? Are we supposed to sever all of them…!”

“Consider yourself lucky, Princess.”

Delphina, sharp as ever, immediately grasped the strategy to defeat the Hydra and was horrified. Taking no time, Khan calmly poured cold water on her realization and gripped his dragon-slaying sword tighter.

“At least this one hasn’t fully matured yet.”

Leaving the shocked princess behind, Khan propelled himself forward.

Perhaps due to its serpent-like appearance, the Hydra in the ‘Midland Quest’ world was classified as a wyvern and could control other monsters. As a result, nordic was already half overrun by monsters. The Hydra had likely summoned every creature from Necar Mountain within its reach.


‘And there’ll be others caught in the chaos.’

Three powerful presences resonated within his instincts. Other creatures from the depths, similar to the Hydra, had likely emerged. As Ron had once mentioned, just one could decimate hundreds of mercenaries.

“Warrior! We will clear a path!”

“Stay behind me.”

Judging that preserving Khan’s strength was paramount, the two paladins sprang forward. With their divine power bursting forth, they embodied the very essence of “taunt tanking.”

The monsters, which had been devouring mercenaries and civilians while tearing through buildings, suddenly fixed their gaze on the radiant presence of the paladins. It seemed they were more intent on saving lives than merely creating a path.

As the blinding light enveloped the multitude of monsters filling Nordic’s streets, Aries and Leo disappeared from view. However, none of the party members were concerned for them.

The average claws and fangs of the monsters couldn’t even scratch the paladins’ divine barriers. Besides, Leo was destined to become a future calamity, and Aries was set to be an apostle of the Goddess of Justice.

Crunch—!!

Every time the pure white spheres collided with the grotesque monsters, it was the monsters that were crushed and obliterated. With a force far surpassing a knight’s lance charge, they pulverized the monsters by the dozens.

“Keh-he-he…!”

Just then, a monster with a menacing face that seemed to boast, ‘I’m the strong one,’ made its appearance. It was the source of the overwhelming presence Khan had sensed earlier and was strong enough to make Khan instinctively ready his axe.

But the axe never left Khan’s grip.

Bang—!

As suddenly as it appeared, the monster vanished. Taking advantage of the monster’s focus on the paladins’ radiance, Maya had driven the stored impact from ‘Yorun’s Spear,’ accumulated during previous wyvern battles, into the monster’s body, causing it to explode in a single blow.

Although it was an achievement due to the weapon’s power, Maya’s accomplishment could not be undermined. If it had been the arrogant Maya from before, she would have sought any chance to decapitate the Hydra herself.

However, after meeting Khan and wading through countless hellish battlefields with him, even she had to grow. She had no choice but to adapt to such an environment. Moreover, overcoming her innate nature itself was a remarkable growth.

“Lord, proceed!”

Maya’s shout was reliable. It almost made one momentarily forget her peculiar quirks.

‘Incredible…!’


Trailing at the rear under Maxim’s protection, Delphina marveled at the battle unfolding before her.

She knew they were strong, having ruthlessly slaughtered wyverns in a short time, but seeing them fight in person was a different matter altogether. Their true strength was beyond mere imagination and speculation.

Growing up among the elite guards of the kingdom, her standards for strength were naturally high.

And the result?

‘Each one of them is on par with the Royal Guards. No, perhaps they’re even more…!’

She had thought so, but their strength exceeded her wildest dreams.

Aware of the high average combat capability among paladins raised in the Empire’s stronghold, she understood the rarity of their numbers.

But there were limits. Young paladins, who appeared barely in their early twenties, surpassing the kingdom’s Royal Guards in strength?

The vast difference between the Empire and the border kingdoms was staggering. Delphina couldn’t help but feel dizzy at the sheer enormity of it.

What was even harder to believe was that a daughter from a kingdom’s knightly family, with an ordinary body, was keeping up with these monsters.

She’d even managed to instantly kill a creature from the depths with a single strike.

‘If only such a genius had become a knight of the kingdom…’

Of course, Maya wasn’t as extraordinarily talented as Delphina imagined. She had merely exhausted all the stored impact from battling two wyverns alongside Aries in that one moment. Delphina was mistaken in her high estimation.

Thus, without realizing it, Maya had left an impression on Princess Delphina as ‘the extraordinary genius the kingdom had missed.’

“Princess! It’s dangerous to go any further!”

By the time their party had successfully fought their way to the largest building in Nordic, the mayor’s mansion, which was now being actively destroyed by the Hydra, Maxim urged Delphina to halt.

Despite stopping, Delphina harbored a glimmer of hope.

If these warriors were so incredibly strong, how powerful must Khan be, the one they placed such blind faith in?

‘Maybe…maybe things will turn out easier than I thought…?’

But that hope was immediately shattered.


Boom—!!!

With just a swing of one of its massive heads, half of the mansion collapsed. It then bulldozed the rest of the mansion with its body, all six heads writhing menacingly.

All this destruction in just a few seconds.

How could they possibly defeat such a beast? Could they even harm it? Could they pierce those thick wyvern-like scales and cut off all six heads? Delphina felt a despair she had never known, causing her to take an involuntary step back.

‘No…!’

Barbarians are all exceptional warriors. She had learned how astonishing they were through Pashantu, the champion of the Black Wing Duke.

Moreover, the unparalleled strength of Khan, whom her formidable allies trusted implicitly, must be even greater than Pashantu’s.

‘But this isn’t right…!’

However, there are walls that simply cannot be breached. If Khan’s strength truly transcended human limits like that of genuine superhumans, things might be different. But Khan was a barbarian from Hoarfrost Gorge.

He was not blessed with mana that could elevate humans beyond their natural limits. While his physical strength surpassed that of an ordinary human, his potential ceiling remained far lower—a reality of his inferior race.

‘The opponent is simply too daunting…!’

The barbarian’s brute strength? Inexplicable senses? Fearless tenacity? These traits only hold value against opponents within a similar range. Could such qualities truly impact a monstrous creature of this magnitude?

Delphina lowered her head in despair.

“P-Princess…?!”

Seeing Delphina’s rare, despondent expression stunned Maxim, her dutiful knight. However, contrary to his fears, Delphina’s despair was fleeting.

‘This began as my independent action to stop Alan from the start.’

Determination rekindled in Delphina’s eyes.

Despite her diluted royal bloodline, unlike her brothers and half-brother Alan who inherited strong blood, she resolved to awaken the forbidden power within it—if it meant risking her life, then so be it.

“Everyone, beware of the rain.”

“…Rain?”

Khan’s low warning pierced through their thoughts, causing Delphina to look up in shock once more.

What Khan meant by “rain” became clear, and she urgently conjured a fiery barrier above her head.

Somehow, Khan had climbed atop one of the Hydra’s heads and was raising his sword high. If it were merely that, it wouldn’t have caused Delphina to gape in such astonishment.

‘What is that sword…?!’

The sight of Khan standing defiantly atop the Hydra, wielding an otherworldly blade, left Delphina—and everyone else—completely awestruck. The weapon shimmered with an unearthly brilliance, clearly not just any ordinary sword.

Khan’s presence loomed larger than life, dwarfing the enormity of the Hydra beneath him. The impending confrontation between his impossible strength and the Hydra’s monstrous might was a scene straight from legends.

It wasn’t mana, aura, or divine power.

It was just an endlessly ominous red energy. The moment Delphina saw the sword thickly enveloped in that red aura, she felt a fear greater than when she had faced the Hydra.

And she was certain.

That red cursed sword was the Hydra’s natural enemy. No, perhaps it was the bane of all dragonkind…!

“────!”

Recognizing the danger of the red cursed sword just like Delphina, the Hydra roared, and its other heads simultaneously lunged at Khan to devour him. But—

『Brooch of the Wind Spirit’s Blessing』

Khan, having activated the buff from the brooch Maya had acquired from the black market along with the ‘Precious Jewel of Mortalia,’ was faster.

The dragon-slaying sword traced a red trajectory, smoothly severing the Hydra’s heads. And as Khan descended,

Swoosh!

The neck of the headless Hydra erupted in a geyser of blood, soaking the ground of Nordic.

***

『Dragonslayer Sword Draupnir』

– A cursed sword imbued with the grudge of dragons. Currently, it is divided into multiple replicas and unable to display its full potential.

– (new!) The grudge has absorbed the power of the void and regained its strength.

‘Curse of Dragonslaying’ is now active.

– (new!) Curse of Dragonslaying: Additional damage is applied against dragon-type enemies.
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The Hydra’s blood itself is a deadly toxin capable of poisoning even superhumans. Moreover, its acidic nature caused a hissing sound every time it splashed onto buildings and the ground, slowly melting whatever it touched.

“That—”

Each of the Hydra’s heads seemed to share the pain. As the five remaining heads screamed in unison, Khan stomped on the severed head, causing it to burst before he charged again.

『Brooch of the Wind Spirit’s Blessing』

─Win the love of the Wind Spirit. Gain the spirit’s protection!

Though the brooch’s description was playful, its performance was anything but modest.

It allowed Khan to move at much greater speed with less effort, and even added a slight acceleration to his attacks. While it seemed like a trivial benefit, at Khan’s level, such small advantages could be decisive.

He dodged the Hydra’s next attack just in time, his sword slashing through its massive body.

Compared to its enormous bulk, it was a minor wound, but the weapon that inflicted it was the ‘Dragonslayer Sword Draupnir’.

『Ah, now I feel like I’m truly awakening.』

The sword’s voice sounded groggy, as if it had just woken from a long sleep. In truth, it wasn’t far from reality.

Ever since they had subjugated the demonic realm, the grudge within the sword had been barely able to communicate coherently, almost as if half-asleep. Its attempts at vibrating the blade in protest were more instinctive reactions than conscious thoughts.

『My condition hadn’t been great since we entered the demonic realm. I never imagined it would turn out this way.』

Having awoken from its long slumber, Draupnir began explaining what had happened.

『Torn forcibly from my original body, the damaged parts have now restored themselves. Though it’s only partial, the recovery of a lost part of my soul by self-regeneration is something close to a miracle, even by the standards of this body.』

With that, Draupnir proudly activated the ‘Curse of Dragonslaying,’ coinciding with the moment Khan ascended the Hydra’s head.

『Hmph, it seems you’ve grown stronger while I was recovering. Yours is a body I can’t fathom.』

Despite its slightly arrogant tone, Draupnir was mostly correct. The last battle it had witnessed was against Alpha, and since then, Khan had leveled up twice and upgraded his equipment.

Most significantly, his growth stemmed from a massive increase in his stamina stats.

『Stamina: 38』 +9


From the spoils of the North, he had gained the ‘Wristguard of the Diligent Dwarf’ and the ‘Boots of the Elder Troll,’ which increased his stamina by 3. The Vessel of Greed and the ‘Ogre’s Crotch Protector’ added another 6 stamina. Altogether, it was a 9-point increase.

Total Stamina: 47.

It was akin to transforming a glass cannon that couldn’t handle the recoil of its own explosive shots into a steel cannon capable of firing multiple rounds without melting the barrel.

But the transformation brought on by the increased stamina didn’t stop there.

‘It’s more efficient than before.’

Not just because of the Wind Spirit’s blessing, but because his body had become sturdier, allowing him to harness his overwhelming strength more effectively.

Sure, he had the same stats during the fight with Augrabes, but back then, he hadn’t mastered his body as he had now.

‘Not anymore.’

『Antares’ Sword Technique (B) – 76%』

The skill that was advancing towards A-rank the fastest among all the skills Khan had mastered so far.

The swordsmanship, benevolently passed on by the grudge, had fully become a part of his body.

Of course, it wasn’t some cliched setup like ‘a middle-aged, chubby office worker turned out to be a martial arts prodigy.’

It was more that his body had innate talent.

Swoooosh—!

Narrowly dodging the Hydra’s neck, used as a battering ram, he swung his sword to sever it, and a loud scream echoed through his skull. Khan merely furrowed his brow for a moment and continued his movements without pause.

He leaped up the remains of a building, managing to land on the Hydra’s body in a single bound. Using the protruding scales as footholds, he swiftly made his way to the top of the Hydra’s head. It all happened in the blink of an eye.

“Gaaah—!”

However, the Hydra wasn’t planning to go down easily.

Another head opened its jaws wide, intending to bite down and crush both Khan and the other head completely. It was a desperate attack, meant to eliminate the most troublesome foe by sacrificing one life. Khan waited—then sliced horizontally across his location.

Splat—!


The Hydra’s scales, not fully developed, were easily cut by the Curse of Dragonslaying. The head split neatly in two, and the upper half of the severed head flew through the air before crashing down.

Boom!

The headless neck collided with the Hydra’s other head, which Khan had climbed. As the Hydra flinched in pain and tried to shake Khan off, he jumped without hesitation.

He drove Draupnir into the scales he had just used as a foothold.

Crrraaack!

It was as if a sword had sliced through a human’s skull and spine in a straight line. With a silent scream, another head crashed to the ground.

“Two left now.”

Having handled four heads in an instant, Khan opened his white shield like an umbrella and spoke.

It wasn’t that the Hydra understood his words, but the remaining heads blinked and fled. The creature that had been rampaging with the intent to destroy all of Argon was now fleeing, bleeding profusely, leaving everyone in stunned silence.

But warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge never let their prey escape.

『A mighty beast indeed! Nephew—!』

The arrival of Pashantu, who had been battling monsters at the city gates like a whirlwind.

She emerged from between buildings like a colossal gray wolf. Just like Khan, she used the outer walls of buildings to propel herself upward and managed to grab hold of the Hydra’s scales.

Of course, adding the weight of one person wouldn’t significantly slow down the massive creature. Yet, Pashantu stopped the Hydra in a way that defied everyone’s expectations.

Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!

Like a climber scaling a cliff, she embedded her black axe into the scales as she ascended the head. Realizing it couldn’t afford to ignore this persistent human, the Hydra, which had been heading straight for Necar Mountain, lost its balance and crashed into a building.

“Pashantu…!”

A sharp scream burst from Delphina’s lips. Enchanted by Khan’s incredible prowess, she had been observing the battle when she suddenly remembered that the great warrior lent by the duke must not be gravely injured.

“No need to worry.”

“Pardon? But…”


“If she could be harmed by something like that, she wouldn’t have survived Hoarfrost Gorge.”

“What do you mean…”

Is Hoarfrost Gorge some kind of earthly hell? Delphina couldn’t comprehend this faith, and her mouth opened in astonishment.

“Pashantu!”

“Revived! Fully—!”

Pashantu reappeared, her whole body drenched in blood, but still gripping the axe embedded in the Hydra’s body. She was laughing heartily.

‘Her lifeline is annoyingly resilient.’

Khan smirked and tightened his grip on his axe.

Initially, he had been concerned about facing the Hydra, but it turned out to be easier than expected since it wasn’t the nine-headed beast from the game.

Of course, that didn’t mean the Hydra was weak.

If it hadn’t been for Diego’s letter, Nordic and the surrounding cities would have been razed to the ground. Prince Alan would have shown up late and, after subduing the Hydra, proclaimed,

“If it weren’t for me, the West would no longer be the West, but a region ruled by monsters!”

He wouldn’t have been wrong. With Nordic, the coastal bulwark, destroyed, all regions except the East would have been exposed to the monster threat. People would have hailed him as a hero who saved the entire kingdom from certain doom.

‘Given that he has such a large number of Royal Guards and if you add his knight supporters, he probably could have taken down a six-headed Hydra.’

Knowing this, he likely allowed Nordic to fall. This was suspicious, but…

『What are you waiting for? End it quickly.』

I was planning to do that anyway.

Khan flicked his wrist, answering the grudge’s urging and prepared to throw his axe. Judging by his current strength, he didn’t even need to use his newly upgraded A-rank skill, Dragon Fang Cannon. He estimated that he could easily take off one of the Hydra’s heads.

Aries, who had been tailing the Hydra, could handle cutting off the remaining head alone. The rest of the wounds weren’t healing quickly due to the enhanced malicious energy from the grudge spirits.

“What’s that sound…?”

Khan stopped his throw abruptly and turned his head, a peculiar smile spreading across his face. Delphina tilted her head in confusion, only to flinch as loud cheers erupted from behind them.

“Woaaahhh—!!”

“Save the city!”

“We are Prince Alan’s army—! All those who can fight, rally under our banner!”

Delphina couldn’t hide her shock.

Just when she thought Prince Alan would show up late to play the hero after the Hydra ravaged Nordic and nearby cities, he appeared sooner than expected. To her astonishment, he was even at the forefront, swinging his sword.

His distinctive appearance and gleaming armor, coupled with the sight of him personally saving people while getting his hands bloody, painted the picture of a heroic prince straight out of a storybook.

But this made it even harder for her to understand.

‘Wouldn’t cleaning up before Nordic falls be less dramatic? Did he genuinely intend to stop the Hydra? If that was the case, shouldn’t he have acted before the Hydra went on a rampage…?’

Delphina started to genuinely question if her half-brother had gone mad. When Alan spotted the ravaged Hydra and erupted in a furious outburst, her suspicions turned into certainty.

“Those damn bastards! They stole my prey again…!”

“P-Prince, what’s gotten into you?!”

“Let go—! Can’t you see those thieves stealing my prey right in front of me?!”

It was unsettling to see the slender prince shake off dozens of burly men as he charged forward. Moreover, his ability to cut down monsters effortlessly in a single blow even caught Khan’s attention.

『What a foolish man. He’s awakened power he can’t comprehend or control.』

Khan watched as the enraged prince carved through monsters with alarming ease, a rare look of genuine surprise on his face.

Draupnir clicked its tongue as it muttered.

What does it mean? Khan was about to ask, but then he felt a strange warmth in his chest. He reached inside his fur coat to find the source.

The heat was coming from a piece of dragon scale he had kept against his heart as a form of protection. Until now, it had been nothing more than a cumbersome item, useful only for teasing Draupnir.

‘What the…?’

The phenomenon didn’t stop with the dragon scale heating up.

Clang!

Prince Alan, who had been charging towards them like a madman, suddenly dropped his sword. Then, clutching his face with both hands, he let out a bizarre scream. His body began to emit loud cracking noises.

Seeing these dangerous signs, Khan quickly turned and threw his axe at Prince Alan’s head. Maxim and Delphina, startled by the sudden action, tried to stop him, but it was too late—the axe had already left his hand.

Crack. Crackle.

“How dare you… attack royal blood.”

Prince Alan, now resembling a reptile with vertically slit eyes, bit down on the axe lodged in his mouth, shattering it effortlessly.

“You shall be executed here and now, barbarian.”
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With a bewildered expression, Khan clenched and unclenched his now-empty hand. It seemed like every time he used an axe, it ended up getting destroyed. As he shifted his gaze to the transformed Prince Alan, he resolved to write a pressing letter to Jerome after this ordeal was over.

‘He looks familiar.’

The scene reminded him of Darkin Perayas, the necromancer he had encountered at Necar Mountain. Alan now had a similar dragon-human appearance. The difference was that while Darkin had skeletal wings and a tail, Alan did not.

Alan’s size had increased to match Khan’s, and though his slender frame remained, it was now grotesquely covered in scales from head to toe.

“Ah, Alan…”

“Delphina. You insolent wench. How dare a half-blood who hasn’t even preserved our lineage join forces with such scum to oppose me? You are a disgrace to the royal family.”

Alan’s voice hadn’t changed from before his transformation. If anything, it was calmer than when he had been raging at the sight of the Hydra’s ruin.

The drastic shifts in his emotional state, his irrational actions, and the dragon scale fragment’s reaction all pointed to something being very off.

‘Something smells fishy here.’

Khan recalled that there had been an unknown entity who supplied Darkin with a dragon scale fragment. Perhaps such a presence was also involved in the current situation.

“And you, barbarian. Not only did you reject my generous offer, but you also dared to interfere? If you understand the implications of defying me here in Argon, you would know you deserve execution on the spot.”

“Blah, one would think you’re already king.”

“King. That will soon be my title. Who else but I could lead Argon, given the king and crown prince’s prolonged neglect of their duties? I would have naturally ascended to regency. Even without lifting a finger, I was meant to guide this kingdom. Yet, I left the palace to aid my suffering people, only for you, an arrogant wretch, to ruin everything.”

Alan’s serpent eyes glistened with malice.

“No, what truly matters now is that you dared lay a hand on my noble form.”

“Do you still consider that serpent’s body ‘noble’?”

“Serpent? This is the mark of a great lineage. Just as the old usurper king did!”

Spreading his arms as if to showcase his scaled body, Alan smiled widely. The separating scales around his mouth revealed sharp teeth that differed entirely from human teeth. These dragon fangs, which had effortlessly crushed a rare-grade axe, gleamed with a deadly glint.

“And to tell you the most crucial fact, from the very beginning, I’ve wanted to tear you apart. I wanted to see that arrogant and smug face of yours twisted in agony.”

“Well, that’s delightful to hear.”


Before Khan’s muttered words finished, the red blade was already impaled into the spot where Alan had been standing. Boom—!

The leap, augmented by the Wind Spirit’s blessing, added remarkable speed. The Royal Guards, stupefied by Alan’s transformation, and even the bewildered Delphina and Maxim, only reacted when Khan’s sword stroke scraped the ground.

And Alan…

“A sneak attack? How typical of a primitive barbarian.”

He reappeared several meters away, leisurely mocking Khan. He had effortlessly evaded a surprise attack that even someone at Aries’s level might have struggled to react to.

Khan’s eyes narrowed.

The assault was practically an impulsive decision, leveraging the element of surprise—nobody would expect someone to outright slice a royal. Yet Alan had observed every action, from Khan’s leap to the moment the sword struck, and had calmly stepped back.

‘Those serpent eyes must have some ability.’

In terms of agility stats, Alan far outclassed him. At least 50, if not higher.

While strength and stamina remained to be tested, the creature’s teeth, which shattered his rare-grade axe, were close to a one-hit kill pattern.

“Your Highness! Withdraw, please!”

At that moment, the Royal Guards protecting Alan positioned themselves between him and Khan.

“Quite the loyalty you have there. Even calling him Your Highness in that state?”

“Silence! Barbarian!”

Stepping forward in response to Khan’s mockery was Adrian, with whom Khan had clashed before.

“Regardless of his appearance, his Highness is the Prince of Argon and the rightful heir to the throne! Royal Guards, protect the prince from this treacherous rioter!”

Their support for Prince Alan, despite his transformation, showed their unwavering loyalty. They had broken the Royal Guard’s tradition of political neutrality to support him. Their loyalty was unyielding, even for their sake.

But unfortunately…

Thwack!

Their loyalty was not rewarded.


“Wh-why…?”

“Who said you could interfere?”

Crunch. The surprise attack from behind was the last thing Adrian had expected. Before he could even utter a word, Alan, gripping his heart, pulled his hand out harshly.

Thud.

Adrian, one of the strongest within the Royal Guard and Alan’s right-hand man, collapsed lifelessly to the ground. The brutal, unhesitating manner in which Alan had killed him—ripping out his heart—caused quick unrest among the Royal Guards.

“Fall back!”

“P-Princess!”

“That’s no longer the Alan you knew!”

“Silence.”

More blood spilled. This time, the heads of two Royal Guards near Adrian rolled on the shattered cobblestones of Nordic’s streets, making a grotesque squelching sound.

The Royal Guards finally realized that the figure before them was no longer Alan. Their eyes hardened with resolve. But it was too late, and they had made the wrong choice.

“Gah!”

“Argh…!”

Alan, transformed into a dragon-human hybrid, moved so swiftly that even the Guards’ trained eyes could barely catch a glimpse of him. In a short span, he had disposed of two more Royal Guards, laughing maniacally, when the red-bladed barbarian once again clashed with him.

Boom──!!

The scaly fist collided with the red cursed sword.

The outcome was a stalemate. Draupnir’s ‘Curse of Dragonslaying’ left a deep gash on Alan’s hand, but he casually brushed it off and swung his other hand, sending Khan flying.

‘He’s strong.’

In terms of raw strength, Alan was unmatched, but his most threatening aspect was his overwhelming speed. No matter how stealthily Khan approached, the moment he attacked, Alan’s eyes would lock onto him. And those claws, as sharp as his teeth, would have torn Khan apart if it weren’t for the indestructible nature of the cursed sword.

Boom! Boom! Crack!


The fierce exchange of blows between the transformed Alan and Khan continued, each strike resonating with tremendous force.

Once again, their limbs and the crimson sword clashed in a furious melee.

Alan was fast—especially in close-quarters combat, his speed verged on the unfair. It was all the more dangerous given his claws, which could inflict deadly wounds with even the slightest touch.

Khan caught Alan’s knee, which was aimed at his chin, with the flat of his sword, bending his knees to absorb the impact. Then he immediately swung his fist into Alan’s face.

Crunch—!

A blow that could crush a troll’s skull landed squarely on Alan’s jaw, exploiting a gap found through Khan’s “Combat Foresight.”

‘Damn it!’

But instead of reeling from the blow, Alan just grinned and grabbed Khan’s hand, revealing his sharp teeth, capable of crushing steel. In a split second, Khan realized he could end up losing an arm.

His decision was simple.

“If you enjoy punching so much, let’s see how you like this.”

Khan released his grip on the crimson sword and swung his other fist into the opposite side of Alan’s jaw. Despite the hits, Alan kept his grip on Khan’s arm. Khan responded with more of the same.

Crunch! Crunch! Crunch! Crunch!

Blows that could shatter stone rained down.

Even as he took the hits, Alan’s only focus was on biting down on Khan’s arm.

Though the force was enough to crush the scales on Alan’s face, he was confident he could endure it. He was betting that eventually, Khan would tire out and weaken. But—

Crunch! Crunch! Crunch…! Crack—!

“Ugh?!”

Alan let go and stepped back, a hint of bewilderment in his voice. Scales from his jaw fell to the ground, revealing the reason for his surprise in his eyes.

Khan’s relentless punches had finally made an impact, causing the supposedly impervious scales on Alan’s face to break off.

‘He broke my scales with his bare fists?!’

It wasn’t just the scales that were damaged; his jaw seemed dislocated and creaked with every movement.

“What are you…?!”

“What else, you bastard?”

Just a guy who knows how to throw a punch.

As Alan retreated, Khan advanced, arms wide open to grab him. Alan, leveraging his agility, slipped out of Khan’s grasp, but Khan’s play wasn’t over yet.

Swish.

Using the skill from ‘Arachne’s Silent Thread,’ Khan retrieved the cursed sword and hurled it towards Alan again.

Having previously caught Khan’s thrown weapons, Alan raised his claws, intending to shatter the sword again.

‘Got you.’

Alan caught the sword, his intent to break it evident. But the unbreakable attribute of the cursed sword, except by a transcendent being, held strong. Khan used this moment of Alan’s confusion to pounce, grabbing Alan’s neck.

Realizing too late that he had fallen into Khan’s trap, Alan opened his mouth wide, intending to crush Khan’s head whole.

“Fool.”

A series of misjudgments. Alan had to pay the price.

Kartus Grappling Arts were not just about throwing punches. It was a combat style designed to effectively subdue and kill the massive beasts and monsters of Hoarfrost Gorge. Creatures with tough hides and hard exteriors were where Kartus methodologies shone.

A human-shaped monster like Alan was perfect prey for Kartus techniques.

With one hand gripping Alan’s neck and the other wedged under his armpit, Khan spun in place and slammed Alan into the ground with a thunderous crash.

Boom—!!

The already damaged streets, ravaged by the Hydra, erupted and cracked under the force. As the full impact landed on Alan’s torso, Khan planted his other foot firmly on Alan’s shoulder.

The impact was enough to rupture internal organs. With a dazed mind, Alan struggled desperately to escape, but like gray wolves, Khan’s grasp was relentless. Crack—!

“Aaaaargh…!”

The horrifying scream that erupted from Alan’s mouth caused Delphina and the surviving Royal Guards to hesitate. The brutality of ripping off Alan’s right arm was shocking, leading some to question if they should attempt to save the prince.

“There are still three left.”

Khan paid no heed to their concerns. Placing his foot on Alan’s left shoulder, he prepared to tear off the other arm. Alan, in a panic, screamed out,

“You… you fools! Your master is being torn apart, and you just stand there! Get this monstrosity off me! Now—! Do it now—!”

No matter how much he shouted, he was met with hesitation and cold silence. Alan had killed five of the Royal Guards with his own hands. Despite their loyalty, it was hard for them to remain steadfast.

Yet, he must not die here. Alan was still a prince of Argon. Dying in the streets at the hands of a foreign barbarian would be a disgrace; he needed to be brought to justice through proper channels to uphold the royal order.

“That will suffice. The rest falls under the jurisdiction of the royal law. He must be brought to the execution stand…”

The highest-ranking surviving knight among the Royal Guards stepped forward to intervene, appealing to Khan. But he overlooked one crucial detail.

“I told you.”

If he planned to stop, he wouldn’t have begun. Khan had no intention of giving up his experience points quietly.

“I’ve always wanted to see what it’s like to split a royal head.”

“W-Wait…!”

Crack—!

***

『Level Up!』

『Level 28 -> 29』

『Strength: 66 -> 68』 +1

『Agility: 36 -> 37』 +3

『Stamina: 38 -> 39』 +9

『Intelligence: 2』 -1

『Act 2: The Place Where the Dragon’s Trace Lingers』

─Failure will result in the downfall of the Kingdom of Argon and accelerated invasion of the Great Demonic Realm. Subsequent scenario difficulty will increase.

『Minimum Clear Conditions Achieved.』

─Dragon’s trace discovered and eliminated.

─(new!) Additional target eliminated.

─Rewards adjusted based on current completion rate.

─Current Completion Rate: 66.6%

─Remaining Entities: ???
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The collapse of Nordic.

It was one of the most significant events in the history of the kingdom and the first since the notorious usurper king who wielded immense power. The shockwaves it sent through the Kingdom of Argon’s citizens were equally massive.

It created a bridgehead for monsters to invade the kingdom at any time. The central, southern, and northern regions were no longer safe from the threats of monsters. Many with keen ears had already fled to the east.

“Of course, it’s a natural reaction. The kingdom’s coastal stronghold has fallen for the first time in hundreds of years. The problem is… It should have ended there.”

“Father.”

“Lucia, it’s not unprecedented for the Royal Guard to get embroiled in the battles for succession and die. If they had died fighting the Hydra in Nordic, it could have been seen as an honorable death. But this…”

The Black Wing Duke tossed the documents detailing the events in Nordic onto his desk with a sigh.

“This was a meaningless death. To die by the hand of the very prince they loyally supported, breaking the unspoken rules of the Royal Guard? How am I supposed to accept that?”

“They were…”

“Moreover, many citizens witnessed the mad prince’s rampage. No matter how much we try to control the information, it won’t be long before everyone in Argon knows that a crazed prince killed the Royal Guard.”

Lucia bit her lip as she watched her father groan.

Though the Black Wing Duke didn’t say it outright, Lucia understood. The fact that a prince of the kingdom went mad and was ultimately executed by an outsider barbarian was the gravest issue of all.

‘Given royal law, he too should be held accountable.’

He, the barbarian warrior known as a hero in the north, an ogre slayer in the east, and now as the prince slayer in the west.

After the prince was killed by his hand, the remaining Royal Guards clashed with him, insisting that no outsider could execute royal blood as he pleased.

‘Their reasoning was correct… but still.’

This wasn’t just an issue in Argon. The Imperial dynasty would react similarly, using all resources to uphold royal law, regardless of the opponent. Any country on the continent would do the same. But the opponent was formidable.

A monster who toyed with the Hydra and easily subdued the rampaging prince. How could they capture and bring such a being to trial? Furthermore, reports indicated that his companions who finished off the Hydra were equally formidable.

‘If it weren’t for the princess, even more of the Royal Guard might have been lost… such foolish people.’

In the conflict between the Royal Guards, who sought to uphold royal law, and Khan’s party, who had no intention of being captured quietly, Delphina chose to side with the Royal Guards—outwardly, at least.


It was clear that a military clash would have catastrophic consequences. The princess decided to postpone the judgment for later.

“This matter is incredibly complex. While it’s proper to detain him to uphold the royal order, we cannot ignore his merits. Had he not intervened, Nordic and the entire kingdom might have been destroyed at Alan’s hands.”

Though lacking in pure royal blood, Delphina was renowned for her wisdom and prudence. To appease the dissatisfaction of the Royal Guards, she invoked the authority of the Black Wing Duke, the godfather of the royal bloodline.

“First, we must stabilize the situation. One of you should report this to the Black Wing Duke and bring him here. As the godfather of the royal family and the only duke in the kingdom, he can act in place of His Majesty now that Prince Alan is gone. His judgment on this matter will be final.”

Delphina knew of the dealings between Khan and the Black Wing Duke. She also had her own agreement with Khan, which involved opening the royal treasury. With the Duke’s involvement, she was confident Khan would comply, and he did indeed follow her direction.

Presently, “Refill my drink. It’s too bland; doesn’t even feel like I’ve had a drink.”

“Haha… I understand the Duke’s remarkable capacity for alcohol, but if you continue, we might run out of his stock.”

“Let it be. If I’m keeping company like this, the least they can do is keep the drink flowing.”

Khan and his party were in the underground dungeon of Negraas Castle—more specifically, in a secret training ground built by the Negraas family to pass down their martial arts. They were enjoying the luxurious amenities intended for extended, secluded training.

“Glutton.”

“Look at these muscles and still call me a glutton?”

“You’ve got a belly.”

You don’t know what a real beer belly looks like.

Khan, a former chubby glutton, chuckled at Aries’ nagging about drinking all day and replied smugly,

“Just admit you’re jealous. If you want to drink like me, I can teach you the secret.”

“Doesn’t taste good.”

“That’s because you’re still young. When I was your age, alcohol tasted bitter too. But as you grow older, you start to appreciate its sweetness.”

“You sound just like Cardinal Sion. Like an old man.”

“Ah, a man who knows his drink. You must introduce us someday.”

“There will be a fight.”


“Hmm. That’s a good point.”

“My lord, here’s the last one.”

Almost having to endure an uncomfortable drinking session with a cardinal from the Pantheon Church, Khan placed the bottle Maya handed him down on the floor.

‘This is getting boring.’

Even a luxurious vacation gets old after a few days.

Being cooped up inside, without access to something as simple as a computer or TV, in this medieval fantasy world was bound to get dull. Delicious food, cold beer, and even raiding the Black Wing Duke’s prized liquor were growing tiresome.

‘I need to check out the royal treasury… and level up some more.’

After hunting Prince Alan and the Hydra, Khan had reached level 29. With a little over 30% experience remaining, leveling up again could be achieved by taking down a few decent bosses.

However, finding such worthy prey wasn’t easy, which made him even more restless. In the ‘Midland Quest’ system, reaching level 30 held significant importance. Though the exact terminology varied, players referred to the associated quest as the ‘Class Advancement Quest.’

Depending on the character’s history, these quests varied greatly. For instance, if one had trained under an imperial swordsman, the quest might involve earning a swordsman’s license. If specializing in assassin skills, it might entail assassinating a designated tough target.

‘In my case… as a barbarian, I should probably aim for a great warrior status or something.’

Without access to the quest screen, theorizing and deducing the direction to take was the only option.

The problem was that he didn’t know if new races added via DLC also triggered ‘Class Advancement Quests’. There was a possibility that the game’s design might not include them for balance reasons.

‘If that’s the case, it would be a disaster…’

While class advancement quests didn’t necessarily grant terminal-tier items or additional stats, they often rewarded A-rank skills for free, making them worth completing. Particularly, the barbarian class’s racial bonus offered an enhancement to the tier of combat skills earned through such quests.

If that held true, acquiring an S-rank skill at level 30 was highly desirable.

‘For now, focusing on acquiring artifacts seems sound. If necessary, I can intercept quests and take down bosses. Hitting level 30 is a priority.’

This ultimately required gaining access to the royal treasury.

Regardless, the Black Wing Duke and Delphina wouldn’t dare break their promise. They wouldn’t risk testing the wrath of a crazed barbarian.

***


The next morning, the Black Wing Duke and Delphina summoned Khan.

“You look quite haggard. Didn’t have a good meal?”

“Thanks to someone, I ate so much I nearly puked. Gotta have a full stomach to get any work done.”

“That’s true.”

Responding to the Duke’s jab with a calm retort, Khan took a seat, casting his gaze towards Delphina seated beside the Duke.

“So, have you decided on my future? Princess.”

“If we hadn’t, you wouldn’t be here. Things have become quite complicated, but starting today, you no longer need to stay confined in the underground chamber.”

“Well, that’s a relief. I was seriously considering taking a walk out of sheer boredom.”

“Th-Thank goodness.”

“May I ask one thing?”

“What is it…?”

“Prince Alan.”

Gasp.

Delphina’s smile faltered. She hadn’t expected Khan to bring up the prince he had killed.

“You must have some idea why he transformed like that. Prince Alan himself seemed to know something. Isn’t that right?”

“…Of course I know. I am part of the royal family, after all. But telling you is another matter entirely.”

“Because it’s a royal disgrace?”

“Whether it’s a disgrace or a mark of honor, I’m not sure anymore…. But I can tell you it’s the most important secret of the Argon royal family.”

It was a polite refusal, indicating she could not disclose the exact details. Khan crossed his arms, understandingly.

“Well, in that case, I won’t pry. Let’s move on to the next topic…”

“There’s no reason we can’t share.”

“G-Godfather?!”

Ignoring Delphina’s shocked reaction, the Black Wing Duke, with a serious tone, began to speak.

“From the look in your eye, I can see you already have some idea. Given that you hunted ogres with Loren’s witch in the East, it’s not surprising if you heard something from her. Why you, a warrior from Hoarfrost Gorge, would take an interest, I do not know.”

The moment you hear this, you won’t be able to walk away easily. The Black Wing Duke’s declaration was both a warning and an offer. He was willing to share the royal secret, but in return, Khan would have to help resolve the matter.

“If you accept, I’ll allow you to take one more item from the royal treasury.”

“G-Godfather! Only His Majesty can authorize that…!”

“Don’t worry. I’m simply passing along an opportunity that was originally mine.”

Delphina’s eyes widened; she hadn’t known the Black Wing Duke had access to the treasury.

“And that red sword you have… I’ve heard it’s especially potent against dragons. It’s a dragon-slaying weapon, and I’m curious how you came into possession of such a thing. In many ways, there’s no one more suited for this task than you.”

“So, what is this task you’re being so secretive about?”

“You need to kill someone.”

“That’s my specialty.”

The Black Wing Duke nodded as if he had expected that response.

“Good. Let’s move quickly then. The timeline is rather tight.”

“The target must be far away.”

“Indeed. Far away and in a particularly difficult place. So first…”

Click—.

Drawing a longsword from the wall and aiming it at Khan, the Black Wing Duke smiled.

“You’ll let yourself be captured quietly and come with me to the royal court.”
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The heart and center of the Kingdom of Argon, the royal city of Armenia, was a large metropolis built along a massive river.

It was responsible for producing over half of the kingdom’s food supply and was a place where many city nobles, who could not inherit their family titles, came with dreams of achieving success. Naturally, it was the most populous city in the kingdom, and commerce was so developed that Armenia housed the only branch of the continent’s largest bank, ‘Paradise Bank,’ making it the economic hub of Argon.

Given this, entry procedures were incredibly stringent. Without clear proof of identity, entry was outright impossible. Even nobles required prior permission to bring their guard. Moreover, unless one had a permit to carry weapons, all weapons had to be surrendered upon entering the city.

However, those who were unwilling to follow these rules…

For instance, spies from enemy nations or remnants of past rebellions often attempted to infiltrate Armenia through side routes but invariably failed.

The first obstacle was the river at the city’s rear. Crossing the massive river while armed and reaching the city walls was nearly impossible. The wide-open view meant any attempt to cross would be exposed well before reaching the walls.

Even if someone miraculously avoided detection and crossed the river, they would face yet another challenge when scaling the walls.

“They call it the Dragon Scale Wall. The structure of Armenia’s wall is fundamentally different from regular walls. Climbing it barehanded would shred your palms to pieces. Besides, how could anyone scale such a high wall?”

But I did it.

A young man with long limbs relative to his small frame boasted, grinning broadly as he recounted his feats.

“Even that esteemed knight over there couldn’t scale the wall like I did. Who else but the great thief of Argon could accomplish such a feat?”

“But you got caught, didn’t you?”

The audience’s enthusiasm dimmed as a man in the corner pointed out the flaw in the tale. They had been spellbound by the thief’s eloquent storytelling, but now—

“Ah, that’s right. We’re all here because we got caught and dragged to the royal city, aren’t we?”

“If you’re such a great thief, shouldn’t you have escaped?”

“S-Shut up! I got caught on purpose! There are deep reasons for it!”

The young thief waved his arms like a monkey in a desperate attempt to defend his pride, but the mood had already soured. Reading the room, the thief directed his words to the silent brute who had yet to utter a word.

“Hey, barbarian friend! You saw me when I was loaded into the transport wagon, right? I was caught without a fuss because I have a purpose!”

“…….”

Khan, who had been quietly observing with his eyes closed, did not respond, simply raising an eyebrow at the commotion.


Among the prisoners being transported to the royal city in the carriage, one man stood out: a barbarian from Hoarfrost Gorge with gray skin, rippling muscles, and scars covering his entire body. Khan lazily lifted his eyelids to glance at the self-proclaimed great thief, his gray eyes showing no emotion. The thief’s boastful demeanor deflated as he involuntarily cowered under Khan’s cold, indifferent gaze.

“W-what?! I can fight too, you know?!”

Making shushing sounds with his mouth, the thief threw a few punches into the air, but it was clear to everyone that he was scared. Midway through, realizing how ridiculous he looked, the thief flushed and settled back into his seat with a sheepish cough.

“I should have said I don’t speak the royal language well. Making me look foolish.”

“You did seem to get caught without much fuss. Whether you were scared or had some intention behind it, who knows.”

“Oh! See, I told you all! This guy gets it! I had a plan, you idiots!”

“So why, then? What grand plan did the great thief have for getting caught?”

“Now we’re getting to the good part. Trust me; you’ll all be licking your lips when you hear it.”

Though the poor thief had lost the attention of the other prisoners, he was skilled enough with his words to quickly regain it. Gesturing for them to lean in, the prisoners, bored and idle, gathered around.

“Listen carefully. Where are we being taken for trial? The royal palace, right? Most people can’t even dream of setting foot in there. But we’re being taken there, no questions asked.”

“Even if it’s as prisoners dragged to the trial, huh?”

“Exactly. Once inside… Let’s be real, all of you managed to get by well enough in the kingdom? Am I right?”

The prisoners nodded as if it were an obvious statement. This carriage was transporting high-profile criminals condemned to trial in the royal city due to their extreme offenses.

“That dark-skinned guy over there—didn’t you get caught after assaulting a noblewoman and killing her knight?”

“What? How did you know?”

“A great thief has sharp ears. And you, the guy with the scarred face—you massacred an entire merchant caravan and slaughtered a town. The frontier hunters caught you, right?”

“Snort. How do you know all this?”

“It’s not just that.”

The thief began to recite the crimes of the other prisoners one by one, in surprisingly detailed accounts that left everyone in shock. Who could have told him all this? His knowledge lent unexpected credibility to his claim of being a great thief.

“And lastly, our barbarian friend… Frankly, I’m not sure. Recent rumors about barbarian include the Ogre Slayer of the East, the Demonic Realm Subjugator of the North, and the Skull Crusher of Nordic. None of these guys should be riding in a royal convoy as prisoners.”


Amazingly, the self-proclaimed thief was aware of all the rumors connected to Khan. However, since the figures involved were known for their heroic deeds rather than crimes, he wasn’t certain.

“Well… Barbarians are infamous for their prowess at night. Maybe some noble tried to bring you in as an escort and ended up dead?”

“Ha! That could be it!”

“Enough jokes. Let’s hear the big news and see if there’s something worth our time!”

The prisoners, hardened by their life experiences, seemed unafraid of the barbarian, treating him with the same low regard they did each other. The lowest humor had them laughing, and they prompted the thief to reveal any exciting plans.

In human nature, especially among those who enjoyed flaunting their strength like these prisoners, there’s always a tendency to establish a pecking order.

‘He looks tough, but who knows how he fights for real?’

Most of the prisoners harbored such thoughts, egging him on, while Khan, previously uninterested, furrowed his brow and murmured quietly,

“Regicide.”

Chilling silence filled the transport wagon.

***

“Wow, regicide? That’s quite the tall tale!”

“Aren’t all the royals living in the palace? How could he have killed one?”

Voices of skepticism filled the wagon, breaking the silence. Most prisoners had been captured while hiding from their pursuers and had not heard recent news. However, there was one person whose expression turned serious.

‘They said royal blood was spilled in Nordic. Was that true?!’

It was the self-proclaimed great thief. He quickly realized that the barbarian wasn’t boasting.

‘It can’t be a lie.’

The transport wagon had started from the Black Wing Duke’s city, picking up prisoners from various nearby towns before heading south to the royal capital. The barbarian was the first prisoner loaded into the carriage. The thief himself had been the second.

This meant the barbarian was a major criminal deemed so by the kingdom’s only duke, forwarded to the central court.

‘The only duke in the kingdom deemed it impossible to judge locally and sent him to the central authorities? If he killed a royal, that makes perfect sense.’


A shiver ran down the thief’s spine.

Regicide? Even his own grand achievement of infiltrating the royal palace paled in comparison to killing a royal. This barbarian was indeed the most heinous criminal and villain in the kingdom, the very epitome of survival of the fittest in this brutal world.

‘That’s… impressive.’

The thief clicked his tongue in regret, wishing he had taken out a noble or two in the palace. His eyes suddenly sparkled with a new idea.

Killing a royal wasn’t as simple as it sounded. The Royal Guards protected them like impenetrable armor. This meant the barbarian had incredible strength.

Having such a barbarian join his plan would be unbeatable.

“Ahem, I knew you were someone significant! So here’s the thing—who wants to die quietly on the execution block? Not me.”

There wouldn’t be any. Seeing the prisoners quietly shake their heads, the young thief smiled in satisfaction.

“Exactly. Are we the type to die quietly? If we’re going to die anyway, why not try for the slim chance at survival and maybe even hit the jackpot?”

“You have a way to survive?”

“Not exactly survival; it’s more like an escape attempt. But the jackpot part—well, that’s what I’m here for.”

“You said you were the one who scaled the wall, right? So, what’s this about hitting the jackpot?”

“I did more than just climb the wall. Obviously, I also snooped around the inside of the royal palace.”

The prisoners’ interest piqued at this. Sneaking into the palace, which was off-limits to most, was quite the claim.

“What did you find inside?”

“They say everything inside the palace is gilded. Is that true?!”

“Calm down, everyone, and listen up. Initially, I tried to get into the main hall, but there were so many magical traps. While avoiding those, I stumbled upon a rarely patrolled area. Guards and knights were roaming occasionally, but who am I? The great thief Alejandro! I evaded all their watchful eyes and ventured deeper inside, and you know what I found…!

It looked like I found the royal treasury! The young man’s whispered words widened the prisoners’ eyes.

“At first, I was skeptical, but seeing the magical formations spread around the entrance and inside, I got a pretty good idea. Wealthy folks usually like to hide their vaults in secluded places, using methods only they know.”

“You can’t be sure it’s the treasury, though, right?”

“No, I’m certain.”

The young man’s eyes blazed with fierce conviction.

Naturally so, given that his plan from the start was to infiltrate the royal palace and loot the royal treasury. Although escaping from the underground dungeons wouldn’t be an easy task, he had already worked out a method for that as well.

What he needed now were the numbers—people willing to join his cause, or more accurately, fools who would get caught in his stead.

‘To be precise, I need idiots who’ll be the fall guys.’

Of course, the thief had no interest in weaklings who bullied those even weaker than themselves. He aimed to keep a few genuine powerhouses close as they could help him secure the treasure; individuals like the barbarian sitting quietly in the corner, for example.

“…I was hiding, waiting for the patrols, thinking I’d sneak out after observing them for a bit. That’s when I saw something incredible. I saw an old man coming out of the treasury carrying something. Later, I found out that this man was none other than the Palace Steward, a close confidant of His Majesty!”
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The prisoners decided to join Alejandro’s self-proclaimed great thief plan. Naturally, who would willingly go to the execution block to have their heads chopped off?

Moreover, executions in this era were a sort of entertainment. Life could be so monotonous that watching someone’s head roll was the ultimate spectacle. People even sold seats close to the execution platform.

For prisoners who prided themselves on crushing those weaker than themselves, meeting their end as a public spectacle was far from appealing.

“Disembark.”

Thus, the transport wagon carrying the prisoners entered the heart of the royal city of Armenia, the Armenia Royal Palace.

Squinting against the sunlight after so long, Alejandro lowered his gaze, examining the people who had led the wagon.

“The Black Wing Duke himself! There was no need for you to come personally.”

“Do you think I wanted to be here? There was no other way to prevent the prisoners’ escape.”

“What? But Deputy Commander Lucia of the Royal Guard herself…”

“Even that’s not enough. Let’s discuss it inside.”

“Yes, yes! I will escort you in!”

Alejandro understood why the busy Duke, the kingdom’s only Duke, had come personally—it was due to the barbarian accused of the horrendous crime of regicide. It proved that the barbarian was a monster even the Royal Guards couldn’t handle. This knowledge made Alejandro confident that his plan had a higher chance of success.

“Follow me!”

The prisoners followed the armored female knight, Lucia, Deputy Commander of the Royal Guard and the Duke’s legitimate daughter, somewhere.

Given their usual behavior, some resistance would have been expected, but the prisoners were unnaturally compliant, which made Lucia tilt her head in puzzlement.

Of course, this was all part of Alejandro’s plan. They needed to be placed in the underground prison as part of the execution of their escape plan. However, there was one person who did not follow Alejandro’s plan and acted on his own.

“Hey, Deputy Commander.”

“Why do you… What is it?”

“Do I have to stay in the same cell as these scum? Their stench is unbearable.”

The hulking barbarian looked down at Lucia, his intimidating behavior enough to raise her guard. They had been pretending to comply to lower suspicion, but here he was, nearly blowing their cover.


Alejandro felt a strong urge to rush out and smack the back of the barbarian’s head but restrained himself. Drawing attention now would be the worst move, and getting on the bad side of the fearsome barbarian was even worse.

‘Damn it. I hoped he’d quietly follow along…’

And with the blatantly disdainful remark, it was no surprise that the proud prisoners wouldn’t quietly tolerate it. In an instant, a corner of the royal palace was filled with vile curses and insults.

Of course, the escort soldiers quickly intervened to subdue the rioting prisoners with beatings. The real problem lay with the barbarian. In the worst-case scenario, the Deputy Commander of the Royal Guard might have to subdue him brutally…

“Ahem. You are among the worst offenders here. Naturally, you will be kept isolated from the other prisoners.”

“Now that sounds more to my liking. Understood.”

Wait, what? Alejandro couldn’t believe his ears.

It was clear this wasn’t the original plan, but Lucia had accepted the barbarian’s suggestion on her own. The reactions and murmurs of the escort troops confirmed it. But why?

‘Why is the Deputy Commander of the Royal Guard acting accommodating toward the barbarian…?’

Although he suspected it might be a simple misunderstanding, Alejandro trusted his instincts. The Deputy Commander seemed to find the barbarian problematic, but not merely out of fear—there was something more…

Startled, Alejandro’s shoulder twitched as he observed Lucia’s demeanor carefully. His gaze was caught by the barbarian’s as he finished his conversation with Lucia and turned away.

“Move it! Hesitate, and you’ll get another beating!”

Alejandro felt uneasy about the strange look the barbarian had given him, but he had no time to ponder it. The soldiers brandishing their spears forced him to move onward, pushing his uneasy thoughts aside.

However, Alejandro should have recognized the meaning behind that look right then and there.

‘He’s after my treasure, isn’t he?’

Khan’s gaze had been that of a hunter wary of another predator eyeing his prey.

***

“Damn, it stinks.”

That was the first thing Khan blurted out after being thrown into the underground cells of the royal palace.

Spending days in the same space as these filthy people who hardly ever washed was a tough ask for someone used to showering twice a day. He would have considered refusing the Black Wing Duke’s proposal had he known.


‘Well, getting to the prison is a success in itself.’

Khan’s incarceration was all part of a plan orchestrated by the Black Wing Duke.

Being heavily restricted from entering the royal city due to the central nobles, the Duke used the transport of Khan, accused of regicide, as his ticket in. He also intended to introduce Khan as an asymmetric threat into the palace without hindrance.

‘He did ask me to kill someone…’

It seemed like a grand process just to kill one person.

But it wasn’t excessive considering that the Duke’s target was one of the most influential figures within the palace.

With the King and Crown Prince having distanced themselves from state affairs and even Prince Alan deceased, the person with the most influence within the palace was the Duke’s target.

‘Indeed, several things didn’t add up.’

While Alan’s ambition for glory was understandable, the timing of the Hydra’s appearance and Alan’s early intervention were suspiciously coincidental. If he were in his right mind, he wouldn’t need to act so rashly. As he had said, if he stayed quiet, he would have been appointed as regent.

The Black Wing Duke speculated that the mastermind who provoked Alan was the Palace Steward. Through the actions of the steward’s eldest son, the Royal Guard commander, and his own loyalists, the Duke noticed suspicious movements from the Palace Steward.

‘And… there’s the power of the royal bloodline that has been passed down through Argon’s royalty. That’s worth investigating.’

After observing Alan’s mutation following the strange reaction from the dragon scale shard he received from Darkin, it was certain that this ‘bloodline’ was related to dragons. Perhaps…

‘It could be part of the ancient mages’ experiments…’

Khan’s deepening thoughts were interrupted by a silhouette appearing beyond the iron bars of his cell.

“What is it?”

“…Um, the trial is about to start soon.”

“Already? I thought it would take a few days.”

“Father… the Black Wing Duke thought the same. But it seems the other side isn’t in a favorable position either. They’re eager to expel the Duke from the royal city as soon as possible.”

Lucia hesitated as she explained the situation. Typically, the Palace Steward and the Duke, both prominent figures of the King’s faction, cooperated. However, now the Palace Steward was the one leading the charge to expel the Duke.

“It seems the Palace Steward’s betrayal is almost certain. If the situation becomes dire…”


“I understand. As promised, I will act if necessary. And—”

Khan began sharing Alejandro’s plan to Lucia, the petty thief’s plots and the fact that some fools were attempting to steal his treasures.

“What a bother… as if there weren’t already enough complications. I’ll inform the warden to strengthen the security.”

“Oh, by the way. According to that thief, the old man, the Palace Steward, took something from the treasury.”

“Excuse me…? The Palace Steward?”

“Yes. I didn’t get the specifics, but it didn’t seem like a lie.”

“If that’s the case… it’s hard to confirm. Currently, the only ones with access to the treasury are His Majesty, the Crown Prince, the Black Wing Duke, and the Palace Steward. Only Lady Roswell, the chief advisor, also has that privilege.”

“Lady Roswell?”

Lucia seemed uneasy discussing Lady Roswell, hesitating before she began to explain.

“Her exact status is not widely known. Aside from the fact that His Majesty personally appointed her as his advisor. There are rumors that she is His Majesty’s mistress from outside, but she has contributed significantly to state affairs. Furthermore, she is an incredibly skilled sorceress.”

“And Lady Roswell’s potential as a variable?”

“Unlikely. She stays by His Majesty’s side at all times.”

So she’s absent along with the King, thought Khan as he mentally noted the suspicious aspects of Lady Roswell. He then stepped out of the solitary confinement prepared for extremely dangerous criminals.

“For now, the verdict will be ‘not guilty’. That part is already settled, so you don’t need to worry…”

“The Palace Steward. Do you have a plan for dealing with him?”

“After the trial, there will be discussions to open the treasury. During this, my brother, the commander, will present evidence of the Palace Steward’s misconduct to the gathered officials. Ideally, the Steward will step down quietly.”

“Since there’s no knowing what schemes the Steward will pull, you called me to be ready for that moment.”

“Yes. Your companions should also be waiting near the palace by now.”

Lucia continued to discuss potential variables and their corresponding contingency plans with Khan, reflecting the Black Wing Duke’s firm insistence on meticulous preparation.

“From here, no further conversation is allowed.”

“Do what you need to do.”

Khan exited the solitary confinement and joined the procession of prisoners, walking alongside the surrounding guards with an indifferent expression.

His role, after all, was simply as a backup force in case things went wrong. The ideal outcome for him was that the old Steward would allow himself to be captured quietly, resolving the situation without further incident. He had no desire to create unnecessary complications.

‘Whether a chubby office worker or a barbarian, all one needs to do is fulfill their role.’

The courtroom resembled more of a spacious university lecture hall than a modern courtroom. The primary difference being that the seats usually occupied by students were now filled with nobles and palace officials.

In front of the seats occupied by the nobles and officials, knights presumed to be members of the Royal Knights stood in formation. They were there to separate the audience from the prisoners in case of a disturbance.

“We will now proceed with the verdicts one by one.”

It was a purely formal trial, where the chief judge, an irritable old man, merely recited the charges and delivered the verdicts. This was typical of medieval trials.

As death sentences were handed out one after another, Khan waited patiently for his turn. When it finally arrived, there was a brief commotion in the hall. The appearance of a barbarian who had killed a prince of the kingdom was bound to cause a stir, even though his not guilty verdict had already been predetermined.

“Please be quiet.”

With a voice on the verge of giving out, the chief judge called for silence and then recited Khan’s charges—that he was a barbarian who had killed Prince Alan. He also noted Khan’s heroic deeds in saving the North and his numerous contributions to the kingdom.

“Furthermore, had that barbarian not stopped Prince Alan, it would have led to the worst possible outcome, further tarnishing the royal authority. Thus, it is judged that his merits outweigh his crimes.”

Cough- Cough-

After delivering this lengthy explanation with great difficulty, the chief judge paused to catch his breath before declaring the not guilty verdict.

A third of the audience reacted with shock at the not guilty verdict for a regicide, while the rest, who were apparently aware of the decision beforehand, merely nodded impassively.

‘Well, staged trials are always like this.’

At that moment, Lucia approached to remove Khan’s handcuffs. Khan extended his hands calmly, and just as Lucia inserted the key into the cuffs—

“I find this difficult to accept. No matter how many merits he has earned, releasing a barbarian who has committed the heinous crime of killing royal blood is unbearable.”

A sudden, irritable voice halted Lucia’s actions.

“The verdict for that barbarian should be the death penalty. Anything else is unacceptable, chief Judge Dorothe.”

“The Palace Steward…!”
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The appearance and intervention of the Palace Steward, the goal of this trip to the royal city, were both expected and somewhat unexpected.

This was because both the Black Wing Duke and his daughter, Lucia, had assumed that the Palace Steward would want Khan out of the royal city.

When viewed objectively, the Palace Steward, who seemed to be building his own faction rather than aligning strictly with the King’s party, would naturally see the influential Black Wing Duke as a thorn in his side.

‘The Black Wing Duke’s entry to the royal city is limited due to the central bureaucrats who wary excessive concentration of power.’

The only reason the Duke was currently in the city was that Khan’s rampage had made it necessary for his direct involvement. For the Palace Steward, who had just started expanding his own influence, the Duke’s presence would be highly displeasing, and he would undoubtedly want to expel him quickly.

“Interesting.”

Khan, withdrawing the hand he’d extended to have his cuffs removed, muttered with a smile. Lucia frowned, puzzled by his words, but the situation was indeed interesting.

Despite having hair as white as snow, the Palace Steward maintained an unusually upright posture and had piercing eyes, embodying the archetype of a stiff-necked old man. A third of the nobles and officials in the hall were clearly aligned with him.

‘The central power structure is said to be divided, with seventy percent supporting the King and thirty percent being strong nobles and bureaucrats.’

Of course, the divisions were more nuanced, but that was the general idea. The two main figures who divided the King’s faction were the Palace Steward and the Black Wing Duke. A third of the people in the hall siding with the Palace Steward was no surprise. However…

“Most of those standing up aren’t nobles. Are they all officials?”

“…Yes, they are all high-ranking officials. But why now?”

Most of the high-ranking officials in the royal palace were now openly showing their allegiance to the Palace Steward. It didn’t make sense to show their hand just as the Black Wing Duke was in the city.

“Palace Steward, why are you objecting to my verdict? Are you trying to show off your new faction?”

It seemed that Khan wasn’t the only one with questions. The chief judge voiced his displeasure, but the Palace Steward remained impassive, persistently insisting on Khan’s death sentence.

“It’s a reasonable opinion. Regardless of his achievements, this barbarian committed the heinous crime of killing royal blood. Who would accept this without punishment? Or does the Chief Judge intend to announce to the world that the royal authority has fallen?”

“You exaggerate, Palace Steward. Prince Alan’s unchecked ambition endangered the entire kingdom. Labeling the act of stopping him as regicide and punishing it would not only tarnish the royal family’s reputation but also the kingdom’s standing as a whole.”

“That’s mere sophistry. The royal family is the foundation, root, and center of the kingdom. No external entity can harm the royal blood for any reason. If we make an exception now, will similar situations be excused in the future as well?”

“What is your true intention, Palace Steward? Are you trying to complicate this matter unnecessarily? To what end?”

“As I said, it’s a reasonable opinion. Chief Judge Dorothy.”


The heated debate between the two political veterans left no room for others to intervene, creating an atmosphere that felt almost as tense as a battle to the surrounding nobles and officials.

‘What are they talking about?’

To the barbarian’s ears, yawning widely, it was nothing but meaningless drivel.

A prince who went mad and died alone. A citizen who courageously intervened to stop it. Why complicate such a simple situation? They could have just awarded a medal for bravery and taken a photo to resolve it.

“How long must we be stuck in this mess?”

“…The situation isn’t simple. With the Palace Steward and numerous high-ranking officials opposing, we can’t just force the verdict through. The Chief Judge would face significant political backlash.”

No wonder he was so fervently arguing. Khan chuckled, finally understanding why the old judge had been so staunchly defending him.

“Then just delay the proceedings.”

“Pardon? No, it would be better to solidify the not guilty verdict right here…”

“No, just delay it. Assign me a solitary cell, separate from the others.”

Lucia looked puzzled, her eyes narrowing through the slit in her helmet. She then approached the Chief Judge Dorothy to convey Khan’s suggestion.

“We’ll delay the verdict for now and revisit the discussion later. Chief Judge, you don’t need to push yourself any further. The Black Wing Duke will deem this sufficient for now.”

“…Very well.”

Khan’s enhanced hearing, a result of his increased stamina stat, picked up the whispered conversation between Lucia and the Chief Judge. But he yawned loudly, pretending not to hear a thing as Lucia cast a curious glance his way. He then quietly returned to his solitary cell.

Woooom—

『Finally, you’re releasing me from that unpleasant space.』

Khan chuckled at Draupnir’s remark as he pulled it from Aecharis’s pocket.

“What’s so unpleasant? You had that demon to keep you company.”

『You’ll understand if you ever get trapped in there, madman. The feeling of eternally floating in that repulsive demon’s stomach is utterly vile.』

“So, do you know much about Aecharis?”


『Perhaps. As you might have guessed, my memories are fragmented and chaotic. Sometimes I remember things, sometimes I don’t. It’s because my soul was torn apart and scattered. Currently, I just recall the demon being extremely ‘repulsive’.』

He does indeed look revolting.

Agreeing inwardly with the grudge, Khan shifted the topic.

“Back when you saw that half-baked prince, you seemed to recognize something. Do you know anything about the power in the Argon royal bloodline?”

『Hmm.』

Draupnir fell silent for a moment, as if reminiscing, before replying with a hint of laughter, claiming to remember nothing. When Khan shook the dragon scale shard, suspecting a prank, the spirit quickly elaborated.

『I was merely recalling my impressions. I wasn’t speaking from any concrete knowledge. Madman, try providing more clues to jog my memory.』

“Clues, huh.”

Luckily, two terms came to Khan’s mind.

“Transcendent Genes. And Test Subject Argos.”

These were mentioned on the stone tablet he found in the lawless city of Bates, referring to some ancient mages’ dubious experiments.

Khan was considering the possibility that the test subject Argos, mentioned in the Transcendent Gene experiment, was an ancestor of the Argon royal family.

『Transcendent Genes… and Argos.』

Nothing concrete came to mind. Khan was about to chide the useless spirit when the follow-up thoughts piqued his interest.

『But, there is one thing I’m certain of. Not far from here, I sense the presence of a dragon. It’s faint, nearly imperceptible unless you focus.』

***

The Armenia Royal Palace was vast, with many ancient hidden rooms scattered throughout its grounds, their locations known only to the king and crown prince. Even the current royal family members did not know their entirety. The Palace Steward, a close confidant of the king, was also privy to some of these secret places.

“Palace Steward, wasn’t it a bit hasty to confront Chief Judge Dorothy? We had no choice but to act when you stepped forward.”

In one such hidden room, the Treasurer, who managed the royal finances, voiced his concerns during a meeting with other officials in their faction.

“With the Black Wing Duke entering the royal city, it feels like we are taking on unnecessary burdens.”


“No. We must ensure that barbarian remains within the palace. Moreover, we need to secure him under our control.”

“Why… did you discover something about him?”

“Have you forgotten? We did intend for Prince Alan to go on a rampage, but the timing deviated significantly from what we planned. According to the original flow, the prince was supposed to awaken the power of the bloodline after exhausting most of the forces, to a degree he could control. Instead, he went berserk, took on a horrifying form, and was killed with his head split open.”

“We heard about that from the Royal Guards. But what does that have to do with the barbarian…?”

“You seem to have forgotten. That barbarian is the one who dealt with the necromancer of Necar Mountain. The young paladin was with him as well.”

“Ah…!”

Realization dawned on the Treasurer and other officials.

“So, he might have obtained ‘that item’ from the necromancer!”

“If that’s the case, it explains the prince’s rampage. He must have been subjected to an uncontrollable stimulus.”

“Exactly. Therefore, we must secure that barbarian. Specifically, we need to retrieve the item he possesses.”

However, there’s a problem. The officials fell silent, waiting for the Palace Steward to elaborate.

“The problem is, getting to that item means dealing with the barbarian himself. And he’s not one to be underestimated.”

They all knew it. The task ahead was challenging since the barbarian proved his might by killing Prince Alan. How could they subdue someone of such strength?

“We need to be both strategic and cautious. If we fail, the consequences could be disastrous.”

The room went silent. Each official pondered the stakes and the next steps required to achieve their goal without falling into ruin.

“If he could subdue a rampaging prince alone, there’s no easy way to secure him.”

“What about using the Blue Flame Knight Order?”

“Unless we mobilize the entire order, it would be like adding fuel to the fire. We must handle this discreetly if we want to avoid the Black Wing Duke’s wrath. That’s why we had no choice but to seek her help.”

“Mm… In that case, the barbarian is as good as finished. Though the necromancer of Necar Mountain died too soon and left their creation incomplete, its combat power would surpass even the Royal Guard.”

“We just need to wait here and retrieve the item from the mangled remains of the barbarian.”

The officials acted as if everything was already resolved smoothly.

The Palace Steward was no different. The creatures created using the royal bloodline were monsters that not even the mighty Black Wing Duke could handle easily.

However, there was one thing that neither the Palace Steward, the high-ranking officials, nor even the Black Wing Duke anticipated.

That was the very existence of Khan, whom even his own comrades dubbed a “walking disaster.”

BOOM—!!!

In the dead of night, when Armenia’s royal palace was shrouded in darkness, a tremendous crash echoed loud enough to wake everyone from their sleep. Couriers quickly spread the message throughout the palace:

‘The underground prison of the royal palace has collapsed, and all the prisoners held there have escaped.’
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Alejandro possessed the skills to rightfully call himself a great thief. While his combat abilities weren’t exceptional, his agility and expertise in stealth were remarkable enough to ensure he would make a name for himself as an assassin if he chose to switch careers. From the moment he was thrown into the underground prison, Alejandro began his preparations for escape.

‘As expected, it’s not easy.’

He had meticulously prepared to loot the royal treasury. Using the knowledge of the palace he gained from previous infiltrations, he planned his routes and identified key figures to avoid, even spending a fortune on specialized magical tools for emergencies.

Clink.

With the ‘magical spike’ tucked behind his molar, Alejandro snipped his handcuffs and grinned. Even the special handcuffs crafted by the royal blacksmiths to prevent the escape of the most dangerous criminals were no match for this magical spike.

This very spike was why Alejandro was confident he could escape even from the royal underground prison. Who could imagine that a spike the size of a fingernail would possess the sharpness to pierce through anything?

‘Alright, time to get moving.’

The structure of the underground prison was relatively simple. It consisted of long corridors lined with solitary cells on either side, and several floors of identical design. Alejandro and the other prisoners were currently on the second underground level. The barbarian accused of regicide was held on the third floor, which Alejandro intended to reach first.

‘Handling him might be tricky, but if I can use the promise of escape to manipulate him, he could be a powerful ally.’

Scratch. Scratch.

Alejandro lay flat on the floor and began scraping it with the spike. He took care to minimize the noise to avoid detection by the guards at either end of the corridor.

Scratch. Scratch.

The magical spike easily pierced through the floor of the underground prison. Although it required several attempts due to its short length, Alejandro eventually succeeded in making a small rectangular hole in the floor.

“Ugh…”

He carefully moved aside the scraped floor material and slipped through the hole. His slender frame allowed him to contort and maneuver through the narrow opening with relative ease.

Landing softly and quietly, Alejandro surveyed his surroundings.

‘Just as the Deputy Commander mentioned. It seems special measures are indeed in place.’

Not a single sound or presence around the solitary cell into which he had descended. The third floor appeared to be exclusively reserved for the barbarian. This worked in Alejandro’s favor.

Shk.

Poking a hole through the black iron bars with his spike, Alejandro cautiously peered out to check for any guards at either end of the corridor.


‘No one?’

To his surprise, there was no sign of guards or even evidence that guards had been stationed there. Alejandro found this peculiar. Surely, they wouldn’t leave such a dangerous prisoner unattended?

Thud. Thud.

‘Of course not!’

The sound of countless footsteps echoed from the staircase connecting the second and third floors. Without hesitation, Alejandro sprang up and grabbed the edge of the hole he had just made, hanging upside down. He peeked through, assessing the situation in the corridor.

‘A patrol?’

That many people seemed too much for a simple patrol. Of course, considering the criminal they were dealing with—a murderer of royalty—extra caution made sense. But something felt off.

If such a large group had moved, he should have sensed their presence even on the second floor…?

“…!”

Alejandro’s eyes flashed as he realized something.

He hadn’t sensed their presence on the second floor? Then they must have come from below, moving up to the third floor!

He had no idea how deep the underground prison went. But for such numbers to ascend from the fourth floor to the third was certainly odd.

‘Something smells fishy. Really fishy!’

Thump. Thump.

He could feel his heart pounding. Alejandro squinted as if to pierce through the darkness of the corridor. Soon, he spotted a group emerging from the right, causing his eyes to tremble.

He was so shocked that he almost gasped. The world-renowned great thief, Alejandro!

‘People…? No, are those bipedal lizards?’

Even though the figures had cloaked themselves from head to toe to conceal their shapes, their bulky frames were unmistakable. What was particularly startling was the protruding snout-like feature on what seemed to be their faces. Though the darkness obscured his view, it resembled the maw of a reptile.

The stench of suspicion had evolved into the reek of decay.

As Alejandro hung upside down from the hole, observing the figures, he realized the gravity of the situation. These weren’t ordinary guards or soldiers. Given their unusual appearance and behavior, something far more sinister was at play.


He knew he had to act swiftly. The presence of these creatures indicated that there was more at stake than just a simple prison escape. Alejandro carefully lowered himself back down, determined to find Khan and warn him.

His movement became even more cautious and precise as he crept through the corridors. He had to reach Khan before these strange beings could. There was no turning back now—he had to see this through.

***

“Dragon energy?”

Khan muttered when he sensed a multitude of figures approaching from a short distance away, right as he was about to press Draupnir for more details.

So, it’s them.

He didn’t need to hear from Draupnir to know. His heightened instincts had been loudly signaling danger ever since he sensed their approach.

Snap.

With a swift motion, Khan spread his arms, easily snapping the chains of his handcuffs. The first action he chose to take with his newfound freedom was—

Crash!

—breaking through the wall.

Despite the sudden appearance of a giant breaking through the walls next door, the intruders responded immediately without a moment of surprise. However, they momentarily hesitated at Khan’s next move.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Every time he rammed his shoulder into the prison walls, large holes opened up. Having tunneled through three cells in an instant, Khan’s head suddenly turned up toward the ceiling.

“Well, well… How’ve you been?”

“Move your head if you don’t want to die.”

“What? Wait a minute!”

Spotting Alejandro hanging from the ceiling like a monkey, Khan bent his knees and—

Bang!

“Who’s causing all this racket?”


“Alejandro! Is that you?!”

“It’s not me!”

Ignoring the innocent protest of the “monkey”.

Khan quickly ascended to the second floor, smashing through the iron bars and stepping into the corridor. He could sense the lizard-headed figures urgently heading for the stairs.

“Monkey. Don’t just hang around—get everyone else out.”

“Yes, sir!”

Alejandro, now earning the nickname “monkey” swiftly began to release the prisoners. As they worked to free all the prisoners from their cells, the monsters reappeared on the second floor.

When the fearsome creatures emerged, even the bewildered prisoners quickly came to their senses.

“I’ll clear a path. If you want to live, follow me.”

“Hey, you guys! The regicide says to follow him!”

The prisoners were not ones to follow orders, but who wanted to face those terrifying monsters unarmed? They obediently clung to Alejandro, who guided them closely behind Khan.

『Hmm. Mixing it with the rabble only complicates matters. The mage who created those things must be quite skilled.』

Khan brushed off Draupnir’s commentary. Wielding Draupnir in his right hand and the stiletto-like ‘Neria’s Magical Spike’ in his left, he charged at the monstrous creatures.

The monsters, resembling ‘lizardmen’ commonly found in swamps, were armed with straight swords and shields. They even displayed tactical movements, attempting to form a battle line to face Khan.

However, tactics only work when there’s a level playing field.

Slash—!

With a swift and powerful strike, Khan cut through their ranks with ease, demonstrating that no formation could withstand his brute force.

The cursed blade of dragonslaying cut through three lizardmen in a single stroke. Before the ones hiding in the rear could react, Khan raised the sword again, decapitating two more. The narrow corridor was quickly filled with the bodies of the slain monsters.

“Grrk!”

However, their numbers were still overwhelming, with over ten more advancing up the stairs to the third floor.

Crunch.

Khan swiftly approached and stabbed a lizardman that had just set foot on the second-floor corridor. He then kicked its writhing body aside, blocking the path, and rushed up the stairs, shouting,

“Monkey!”

“Right away! Everyone, follow me!”

“Uooooh! Follow the regicide!”

The sight of Khan’s brutal slaughter of the monstrous figures ignited the prisoners’ blood, and they began to shout absurd rallying cries as they followed him up the stairs.

“What’s going on?!”

“How did these bastards escape?!”

The guards, who had gathered and armed themselves due to the disturbance below, met the prisoners as they arrived on the first floor.

These guards, tasked with securing the underground prison that held the kingdom’s most dangerous criminals, were the elite of the elite. They were armed with enchanted equipment that even the palace knights respected.

But their opponent was formidable.

Their magic swords, capable of withstanding a knight’s aura, their armor that could nullify a mage’s spells, and their countless hours of training all proved meaningless. The Gray Wolf of Hoarfrost Gorge tore through the elite guards with brutal efficiency.

‘Annoying.’

Still, they were elite—their fierce counterattacks left shallow cuts on Khan’s skin, emphasizing their caliber.

“Stay still.”

They managed to lightly wound Khan, but that was the extent of their success. Khan quickly neutralized the situation, telling the prisoners to arm themselves and follow him as they emerged outside.

“Aaah! Damn it, we’re free!”

“Screw you, noble bastards! We’re escaping…!”

“Idiots! Did you forget the monsters chasing us?!”

As the prisoners reveled in their newfound freedom, Alejandro approached Khan, realizing he might have insight into their current predicament. However, Khan spoke first.

“Monkey. You said you saw the Palace Steward coming out from the treasury.”

“Huh. Y-Yes, but?”

“Did you see where he took the treasure?”

“Well… I did see him take it, but I only followed him halfway.”

“Good.”

Good, how? Alejandro couldn’t fathom the barbarian’s intentions. Why free the prisoners while being pursued by those bipedal lizard creatures, and why bring up the Palace Steward’s treasure at this moment?

Though itching to rob the treasury, Alejandro kept his complaints to himself. He couldn’t afford to run off alone after witnessing Khan’s combat prowess. Besides, his instincts screamed that following this barbarian would lead to a legendary event in Argon’s history.

“I won’t waste words. Those who wish to escape, do so. I have no intention of dragging everyone along. But—”

If you want to turn the palace upside down, follow me.

Alejandro shivered at the barbarian’s audacious declaration. Indeed, a fiend capable of regicide was bound to be different in everything he did!

“Where should we go, boss?”

Alejandro, or rather, the self-proclaimed great thief now known as Monkey, stood attentively in front of Khan with eyes full of admiration. Freed prisoners crowded behind him.

‘Tsk….’

Khan mentally clicked his tongue at the sight of the kingdom’s worst criminals following him like a pack, calling him “Boss.”

Such barbaric antics were far from suitable for someone like him, a modern intellectual. However, they had their uses, so he couldn’t simply discard them.

‘This might get annoying later.’

This was largely due to the Black Wing Duke’s failure to handle the situation correctly, throwing an innocent man like him into prison alongside these criminals.

‘He’ll deal with it.’

Surely, if the Duke had any sense of responsibility, he wouldn’t blame the person who cleaned up the mess for him. Having shrugged off his lingering guilt, Khan pointed Monkey in the right direction.

“First, let’s head in the direction where the old man disappeared.”

I swear to the heavens.

He had no intention of venting his frustration over being cooped up in the cramped wagon with these smelly criminals for days, nor for being dumped into a damp dungeon. But…

‘If the process of killing the Palace Steward causes some collateral damage to the palace, so be it.’

One thing was certain: he intended to thoroughly deal with the Palace Steward. Only by doing so could he secure the two royal treasures promised by the Black Wing Duke and Princess Delphina.

And by extension, recovering what the old man swiped from the royal treasury would be a splendid bonus. It was a win-win situation all around.

‘Who can resist a buy one, get one free deal?’

Khan led the group through the winding passages of the palace, eyes set on his targets with unwavering determination.
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“Lord Palace Steward, the situation is dire! Following the prison break, Lady Roswell’s ‘children’ are causing havoc in the palace!”

“…What about the movements of the Royal Guards and the Royal Knights?”

“They’ve already mobilized. However, the Royal Knights are heading towards Lady Roswell’s ‘children,’ while Deputy Commander Lucia of the Royal Guards is pursuing the prisoners.”

“This isn’t good. If the Royal Guards are trying to re-secure the barbarian, they won’t leave the escaped prisoners alive.”

“The Blue Flame Knight Order is still an option. Their commander sent a messenger seeking your orders. How about using them to secure the barbarian?”

“Hmm…”

Outwardly, the Palace Steward maintained a composed demeanor, but internally, he was boiling with rage. If he had been alone, he would have smashed everything around him in frustration.

‘Roswell. Could that witch have made such a blunder? Ridiculous!’

Though they seemed to be cooperating towards a common goal, the Palace Steward didn’t trust Lady Roswell at all. She wasn’t a noble or a dedicated bureaucrat serving the kingdom; she was an outsider, and the Palace Steward suspected her to be a witch.

However, he didn’t doubt her skills. The ‘children’ she created were monstrous, capable of holding their own even against the Royal Guards.

‘But to use such monsters and still fail to capture the barbarian, who then escaped with the prisoners? It doesn’t make sense.’

While the barbarian’s strength was impressive, having subdued the rampaging Prince Alan alone, he was weaponless when imprisoned in the underground cells and had to face Roswell’s ‘children.’

Not only did he escape, but he also demolished the underground prison and freed all the prisoners in the process.

This was something even he believed to be impossible. If it had been the Black Wing Duke with his aura, it might have made sense. But the barbarian had no such power.

The Palace Steward consolidated all the information and reached a conclusion.

‘The Black Wing Duke. It must be his doing.’

It was much more plausible that the Black Wing Duke had some tricks up his sleeve rather than believing a weaponless barbarian defeated Roswell’s children and escaped, demolishing the prison. The Black Wing Duke’s entry into the royal city under the pretext of monitoring the barbarian was suspicious from the start.

This was planned from the beginning.

Realizing his rebellion, the Duke intended to use the barbarian as a pretext to create chaos, divert attention, and ultimately kill the Palace Steward. The goal was undoubtedly his death.

‘Hah. Who said I’d go down without a fight?’


He had expected this day would come, which was why he had secretly retrieved treasures from the royal treasury. The Palace Steward was confident.

‘Black Wing Duke, the moment you come for me will be your last.’

However, the Palace Steward’s assumptions were far from the truth.

“Oh, great gods…”

Because the most shocked individual by the barbarian’s escape wasn’t the Palace Steward, but the Black Wing Duke himself.

***

“Haha… He’s truly someone who far exceeds expectations.”

The rare sight of the worried Black Wing Duke made his eldest son, Aser, the commander of the Royal Guards, burst into laughter.

“This isn’t a laughing matter, you fool. He’s turned the entire palace upside down. How are we supposed to handle this mess?”

“I understand. It’s just that when else will I see you so flustered, Father? I ought to thank him if I ever meet him.”

“Do you think there’ll be an ‘after’ left for that? Even with my power, it’s barely enough.”

“That may be true. However, I don’t believe he’s acting recklessly.”

“… Explain.”

Aser smiled gently and drew a line on the map of the palace.

“After escaping with the prisoners, he moved northeast. This path leads from the underground prison to the area between the main palace and the second palace, where most of the bureaucrats reside. Lucia confirmed this through her observations. The strange monsters were closely pursuing him. Do you get it now, Father?”

“He’s searching for the Palace Steward. But the Steward has hidden himself in a secret chamber. Finding him won’t be easy.”

“True. But the important thing is that he’s causing a commotion in the palace. The Royal Guards, the Royal Knights, and the palace sentinels are forming a perimeter. Naturally…”

“The Palace Steward won’t stand still. It’s evident to anyone that those monsters are his doing.”

“Yes, they’ll have to move.”

Aser, the commander of the Royal Guards, had been monitoring the palace’s internal affairs for a long time. This was not just after the King and the Crown Prince became inactive, but much earlier. His observations led him to conclude that the Palace Steward and certain bureaucrats were suspect.


But was he a bit too late?

The Palace Steward had contacted and instigated the ambitious Alan. Though arrogant, Alan wasn’t foolish. Yet, inexplicably, he became excessively obsessed with the throne, leading to his uncontrollable rampage and untimely demise.

‘There’s something more here.’

All members of the Royal Guards knew that the Argon royal bloodline was unusual. However, they refrained from delving into the secrets of their masters. But given the current situation, they had no choice.

“Father, perhaps… His Majesty and the Crown Prince…”

“Stop there, Aser. Our duty is solely to protect the royal family.”

“… Yes, you’re right.”

To diffuse the somewhat awkward atmosphere, Aser returned to his earlier playful tone and subtly suggested to the Black Wing Duke,

“Regardless, today presents an opportunity for us as well. We’re not the only ones taken aback by his extreme actions. This is the only chance we’ll get to exploit each other’s weaknesses.”

“You’re right. Aser, gather the Royal Guards and root out the Palace Steward’s faction. Eliminate them if necessary.”

“Of course. But what about you, Father…?”

Responding to his son’s curious gaze while adjusting his armor, the Black Wing Duke replied,

“I must see His Majesty. This situation can no longer be ignored.”

****

Khan’s path of destruction spared no one and nothing. Anything that caught his eye or obstructed his way became a target, as though he was venting his pent-up fury on the entire royal palace. Even Monkey, who initially idolized Khan’s fierce displays, started to doubt the sanity of the situation. However, no one dared to step forward and stop Khan, and his rampage only ceased when the Blue Flame Knight Order fully encircled them.

“What now, boss?”

“Who’s your boss?”

“Uh… Captain?”

That’s the same thing, you idiot.

Seeing the look of disdain Khan shot him, Monkey’s nerves were rattled. Anyone who had witnessed Khan’s monstrous strength would feel the same. However, Monkey couldn’t comprehend what he had done wrong. What should he call him then?


“Submit peacefully, and there will be no further harm! But if you resist, you will be executed on the spot!”

As Monkey agonized over what to call Khan, the Blue Flame Knights radiated their auras, threatening the prisoners.

But Khan’s focus was solely on the wall of the second palace he had turned his back to, ignoring the knights entirely.

‘Is this the place? It looks empty to me.’

『Absolutely. The same energy as your dragon scale shard is emanating from here. I can’t mistake that wicked aura.』

Got it.

Conversing with Draupnir, Khan swung the cursed black sword towards the high wall.

Scrape. Clang!

‘Interesting.’

The powerful swing was meant to obliterate the wall, yet Draupnir’s trajectory was halted midway as if it had struck something. Could a simple wall be built to endure such superhuman force?

‘Doesn’t seem likely.’

Gripping the halted sword with both hands, Khan applied more strength and sliced downward.

Creeeak!

The resistance felt like scraping against dragon scales. Any ordinary blade would have snapped under Khan’s immense strength. Fortunately, Draupnir, with its ‘unbreakable’ attribute, held firm.

Creeeak. Crash!

After a moment of resistance, the sword sliced through, plunging into the structure below. The ancient defenses, designed ingeniously in Argon’s prime to be impenetrable without the right method, were shattered purely by brute force.

It was an achievement of superhuman strength, yet no one present comprehended the magnitude of what Khan had done.

Not even Khan himself.

Monkey simply assumed there had been some obstruction. His attention quickly shifted to the knights charging at them with lethal intent.

“Captain! What do we do? We’re all going to die here! Except for you, of course!”

Desperately calling out for his captain but getting no response, Monkey frantically turned his head. The barbarian, who had been right behind him moments ago, was nowhere to be seen, and Monkey’s eyes filled with fury.

“You bastard! He ran off by himself…?!”

Monkey’s face turned pale. Even with all his cunning, escaping through the tight knight formation seemed nearly impossible—except for that monstrous barbarian, perhaps…!

“You bastard! If you were going to run off alone, you shouldn’t have dragged us along! I knew you were a sneaky lowlife from the moment I saw your ugly mug putting on airs!”

“Who are you calling ugly?”

“You! The barbarian who struts around with that pompous voice…?”

Thunk.

“Sorry for being ugly and having a deep voice.”

“Boss, no, that wasn’t what I… Ugh!”

Suddenly, the world turned upside down, and everything began to spin.

Monkey—no, Alejandro—felt the imminent approach of death. His head, which had been attached to his body for over thirty years, was now spinning through the air.

‘Damn it. If I knew I’d die like this, I would’ve spent all my money…!’

Wanting to rob the palace had led to being decapitated by an ugly and ruthless barbarian. No ending could be more pathetic. The pain made him feel like all his hair was being yanked out, nearly bringing him to tears.

‘Wait a minute…’

Does it usually hurt even after you die? And why does it feel like my hair is being pulled out?! He realized belatedly that the spinning feeling came not from having his head cut off, but from being dragged by his hair.

And he could tell that most of his hair had been pulled out, leaving barely any left.

“Ouch! Stop it! My hair! You’re pulling out all my hair!”

No matter how much he pleaded, or how hard he scratched the thick arm holding his hair, it was like scratching an orc’s hide—completely ineffective.

Just as he thought his scalp was entirely bald, Khan finally released him. Alejandro, rubbing his now-bare scalp, tears streaming down his face, looked up and saw—

“So, we finally meet.”

“You, barbarian! How did you find this place…!”

“No need for talk. Just die quietly, old man.”

Having torn through a section of the palace, Khan stood menacingly in the hidden depths of the secret chamber, baring his teeth at the aged prey he had hunted down. The gray wolf had found his target and was ready to pounce.
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Conversation is futile.

The Palace Steward’s eyes widened as though they would tear apart at Khan’s charge, which embodied this resolve. In his old age, his body couldn’t even react in time. The most he could do was reflexively raise his voice.

“W-wait!”

There was no need to wield a cursed sword to deal with an old man. The Palace Steward didn’t even notice Khan’s approach until his superhumanly powerful fist, slicing through the air with a deafening noise, closed in.

At that moment, when the death of the Palace Steward—a confidant of the king and a long-standing power in the capital—seemed certain…

Flash!

Khan retracted his punch and stepped back urgently as a burst of light exploded from the Palace Steward’s chest, filling the royal family’s secret chamber. The light was indiscriminate, engulfing high-ranking officials hiding in the chamber, escaped prisoners, and the Blue Flame Knights. Only the Palace Steward, at the center of the light, remained unaffected.

“……”

“……”

Silence.

In the stillness that felt as if the recent chaos had been a lie, the Palace Steward opened his tightly shut eyes.

For a moment, he was startled by the fist that had stopped just short of his face. He glanced at Khan, now standing motionless, then at the prisoners running towards them, desperately evading the knights, and lastly, at the high-ranking officials frozen like statues behind him. Only then did the Palace Steward let out a sigh of relief.

‘So, it was true. Even with the intelligence of a monkey, it works.’

The object the Palace Steward pulled from his robes was a skull of some beast.

It appeared nondescript, but in reality, it was a powerful magical artifact fashioned from the remains of a great monster hunted during the conquest wars of Argon’s ancestor, the Usurper King.

It targeted all lifeforms possessing ‘a certain level of intelligence.’ Even Greenskins were not exempt from its power.

“Well, even a barbarian is a person, surely smarter than a goblin…”

Initially, he worried that the barbarian might have less intelligence than a goblin, but seeing him use the kingdom’s language, it was clear he was more intelligent.

“Ahem. Quite surprising, isn’t it!”

Confident in his safety, the Palace Steward slumped into a chair. He had originally intended to use the artifact against the Black Wing Duke, but in such a life-and-death situation, he couldn’t afford to hold back.


‘The duration of the artifact’s power varies from person to person.’

Before that happened, he needed to completely incapacitate the barbarian and kill all the escaped prisoners. Normally, it would be impossible for the Palace Steward to manage this alone. But now, things were different.

Plunging a knife into mind-controlled puppets was something even his old body could handle.

“Well, this worked out nicely. The target walked right into my lap. I was wondering how I’d capture him.”

No one was listening, but the Palace Steward muttered to himself out of habit.

The palpable brush with death had stripped the normally composed and shrewd politician of his usual calm. He needed to speak out loud to calm his racing heart.

“This secret chamber isn’t even known to the Black Wing Duke. How did you find it? Did you really recover ‘that item’ from Darkin? So many questions.”

“……”

“And the timing couldn’t be more inconvenient. Who could have imagined that the one who killed Darkin would stand in the way of Prince Alan? You’ve completely derailed our experiments, just as they were about to bear fruit.”

“……”

As he admitted, the Palace Steward’s betrayal wasn’t just born out of a lust for power.

“We were on the verge of controlling the royal bloodline and harnessing that power.”

The mysterious power within the royal bloodline was the common goal of the Palace Steward and several high-ranking officials. Using the royal family as puppets to control the kingdom was just a fringe benefit.

“The damage you’ve caused has to be repaid with your death. A barbarian who subdued a rampaging prince with sheer physical strength is worth researching.”

By the end of his monologue, the Palace Steward had regained his calm.

Yes, there was still time to set things right. The King and Crown Prince were incapacitated, and the Black Wing Duke couldn’t move against him without just cause. Princess Delphina’s influence was negligible.

‘First, I need to sever his limbs.’

As the Palace Steward looked around for a weapon, his eyes fell on the red sword held by the barbarian. That must be it—the famed sword that had slain the Hydra.

Without hesitation, the Palace Steward reached for Khan’s sword, Draupnir. The weight surprised him, but he gripped it firmly with both hands and swung it towards the barbarian’s legs.

Thunk.


But his awkward swing didn’t cut through Khan’s legs. Was it because he lacked strength? Or was Khan’s skin as tough as orc hide? No—

It was because the barbarian he thought had been mentally subdued was very much alert, and had grabbed the Palace Steward’s wrist.

“Gah…!”

“An experiment, huh. No wonder Argon Kingdom fell apart.”

“Y-you, how did you…!”

“Skillfully.”

『Intelligence: 2』 -1

Khan glanced at his pathetic Intelligence stat, now precisely 1 due to an equipment stat reduction. How could he explain that his intelligence being lower than a monkey’s prevented the artifact’s influence?

『I shall devour him, then.』

Draupnir, with a hint of amusement in its tone, sought permission. Khan gave a casual nod, indicating the spirit could do as it pleased.

Soon, the teary-eyed Palace Steward’s eyes began to close. His soul was now being consumed by Draupnir.

Just as Khan had once been enraptured by the spirit’s visions when he first held the cursed sword, the Palace Steward would now face a trial of his own willpower within those illusions.

‘Well then…’

Khan hadn’t expected to discover the mastermind behind Darkin so soon.

Originally, Jerome was supposed to uncover this information through his research at the Mage Tower. However, Khan had inadvertently beaten him to it.

‘I now have more leverage.’

He didn’t think Jerome’s delay was intentional. It was likely the mage’s curiosity caused him to meticulously dissect Darkin’s research logs. Regardless, this turn of events was advantageous for Khan, giving him more reasons to make additional demands.

No matter what, it was beneficial for Khan. He now had a valid reason to tack on extra demands.

Khan decided to address other matters later and instead retrieved the skull-shaped magical artifact from the Palace Steward’s robes.

There was no need to check the information screen. It was one of the loot items dropped by Darkin’s named bosses in the game. He placed the powerful mental spell-containing quasi-legendary artifact, named “Skull of Screams,” into Aecharis’s pouch.


‘Jackpot.’

He had obtained an item that typically required completing a main quest raid, for free. Additionally, he was promised two more treasures for dealing with the Palace Steward. He was already feeling satisfied.

Since the artifact consumed mana, Khan couldn’t use it himself, but it would be perfect for Maya. His party included a paladin with strong mental resistance and Khan, who was unaffected due to his abysmally low Intelligence. The artifact would be an excellent emergency tool.

“And… here it is.”

The next item he found was a golden scale fragment. Its item information was almost identical to the one Khan already possessed.

‘If the information screen labels it a scale fragment, there must be a larger original piece.’

To find it, he needed the Palace Steward to confess, but the current situation inside the palace made that difficult.

“Hrk! Cough…!”

As the Palace Steward coughed up dark red blood, Khan snatched the cursed sword from his grasp and asked Draupnir if it had finished its task. The spirit’s eerie laughter confirmed it.

“Then there’s no need to keep him alive.”

“W-wait…!”

“Why should I?”

“I can offer double—no, more than double whatever the Black Wing Duke promised! Who else can offer you such rewards?”

“Hmm.”

Khan couldn’t help but be impressed by the eloquence of the politically savvy old man, even after his mind had been scrambled by the spirit. Such is the survival instinct of seasoned politicians.

“The royal treasury must hold quite a bounty, no? At least six items, I’d reckon.”

“What…? Surely, the Black Wing Duke—! That vile man has no right to the royal treasures!”

“But you do, and you stole them?”

The Palace Steward was dumbfounded when Khan revealed he knew about the stolen items. And that was his final expression.

Crunch.

Khan drove Draupnir through the Palace Steward’s forehead and then pulled it out, shaking off the blood.

The old minister, who had imprisoned the King and Crown Prince for his greed, manipulated high-ranking officials, and disrupted the kingdom’s capital, met his end pitifully and unceremoniously.

***

The Black Wing Duke had always upheld his father’s teachings as the absolute principle of his life: “You must become the kingdom’s protector.”

He never questioned why. As a child, he accepted it as an undeniable truth. It was almost like brainwashing, and this mindset didn’t change even after he became the Black Wing Duke.

‘Your Majesty.’

The current King was a figure worthy of the Black Wing Duke’s lifelong service.

‘The Crown Prince.’

The Crown Prince, destined to succeed the throne, possessed a bloodline so pure that he was often called the reincarnation of the Usurper King, and he demonstrated outstanding talent.

‘Alan… you foolish boy.’

Alan, who died after going berserk in Nordic, was not without promise. It was just that his half-brother, the Crown Prince, was exceptionally gifted. Alan’s inferiority complex blinded him. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been manipulated by petty figures like the Palace Steward.

Suppressing his bitter feelings, the Black Wing Duke entered the royal mausoleum.

A sanctuary restricted solely to those of royal blood. Within, the Duke walked confidently, accustomed to its sacred halls. He wandered through the mausoleum until he stopped in front of the tomb bearing the name of the greatest among the past kings.

‘The Usurper King.’

The great king who once threatened even the mightiest empire on the continent.

The Black Wing Duke knelt before the tomb and bowed his head in respect. At that moment, something pierced his palm, drawing out a small amount of his blood.

Rumble…

The key to opening the most secret chamber of the royal family was simple.

One needed only to possess the bloodline of the royals.

Though his lineage had faded considerably over the generations, the Black Wing Duke still carried royal blood.

Thud.

As soon as he entered the so-called “Forbidden Chamber” among the royal members, the tomb that had opened to let him in closed shut behind him. The Duke, staring at the immovable entrance, gripped the sacred sword passed down to the kingdom’s greatest knights.

The Crown Prince, born with an unusually potent bloodline that became uncontrollable, had voluntarily confined himself to suppress its power.

And the King, who sacrificed himself to save such a Crown Prince.

Before the Duke stood the most noble yet foolish father and son duo in the kingdom’s history.
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The blood of the Argon royal family is noble.

This isn’t just propaganda spread to extol the greatness of the royal family to the common people; it’s a proven fact.

The greatest king of Argon, the Usurper King, once declared:

“I am a descendant of a great dragon, and the blood of our royal family carries the lineage of the most complete being in Midland.”

In truth, the Usurper King was a superhuman who stood shoulder to shoulder with the heroes of the continent. He was not only the finest administrator but also a born ruler. Even the empire of old labeled Argon under his rule as “threatening.”

In this era, the Crown Prince possessed the most potent bloodline out of all royal lineage.

‘No, it might have been beyond that.’

What was clear was that the Crown Prince was an unparalleled genius and a born king. He was so exceptional that people often referred to him as the reincarnation of the Usurper King. Although historical records were unclear, it was possible that he possessed talents surpassing even the Usurper King.

The King of Argon had high hopes.

He believed that under the Crown Prince’s reign, Argon would restore its former glory, shedding the disgrace of being a weak kingdom on the outskirts and achieving power comparable to that of the empire.

‘His ambition was too great.’

The entire royal family placed immense expectations on the Crown Prince, and in response, the Crown Prince put in grueling efforts to meet those expectations. While ordinary children were learning to walk and talk, the Crown Prince was wielding a sword, reading spellbooks, and studying governance.

No child could typically absorb such education at that age. But the Crown Prince was different. His learning speed was astonishing.

People called the Black Wing Duke the strongest in the kingdom, but this wasn’t entirely accurate.

By the age of twenty, in pure swordsmanship, the young Crown Prince had no equal within the kingdom. The Duke was convinced that had the Crown Prince gone to the empire, he would have been granted the title of Swordsmaster. In fact, every sparring match between them without aura ended in the Duke’s defeat.

The Crown Prince’s magical prowess also shone brightly.

Even among the royal bloodlines known for their magical talents, the Crown Prince’s achievements were exceptional. By thirty, he had surpassed the royal chief mages in skill and mastery. This didn’t end there; he also developed administrative abilities that left even the most seasoned politicians awestruck.

‘He should have stopped there.’

Overambition.

Yes, it was overambition. Every time the Black Wing Duke thought of the Crown Prince, a part of his heart ached. As the guardian of the royal family, he could have halted the madness before the expectations turned into frenzy.


But he didn’t.

He couldn’t. He was the king’s knight, bound by an oath of loyalty that made it impossible for him to act against the king’s interests.

‘It was self-inflicted.’

The Crown Prince’s learning had far exceeded reasonable bounds, and the aging king intended to abdicate the throne before it was too late.

But disaster struck first.

As the Crown Prince’s talents blossomed, so did the intensifying power of the bloodline, overwhelming his sanity.

‘From that moment, everything changed.’

The wise king, believing the Crown Prince to be the only hope for the kingdom’s revival, abandoned his royal duties. Consequently, the influence of his trusted advisor, the Palace Steward, grew alarmingly.

Not satisfied with just neglecting his duties, the king resorted to desperate measures to save the Crown Prince. The royal family’s secret dealings with nefarious dark mages and the introduction of the enigmatic widow, Roswell, into the palace were all part of these efforts.

‘It should never have come to this.’

Necromancers are a blight not just to the kingdom but to the entire continent. Their dark magic thrives on the lives of innocents, fundamentally incompatible with the royal family’s duty to protect its people. Even bringing the ambiguous figure of Roswell into the palace was a grievous misstep.

“It was folly.” the Duke murmured.

“What was so foolish?” a voice echoed back.

“All of it. The king, burdening the young Crown Prince with too much, us, his guardians, who failed to stop it or even contributed to the weight, and those who exploited the desperation to line their own pockets. Everything.”

Blue brilliance flickered in the Duke’s eyes. The aura enveloping his body shone so intensely that it radiated outward.

“Everything went wrong. And even if it’s belated, I intend to set things right.”

The royal mausoleum’s forbidden chamber was like stepping into another world entirely.

The vast expanse below, with its mysterious trees and exotic plants, was breathtaking. It was hard to believe this underground paradise existed. Even the palace gardens couldn’t compare. Yet amidst the beauty, there were anomalies.

‘Those…’

One of those anomalies, a woman, provided an answer to his unspoken question.


“This is a dragon’s scale. More precisely, it’s an energy body condensed from a dragon’s essence…”

In the center of the forbidden chamber was a massive golden scale, almost the size of a person.

The intense aura emanating from it was almost overwhelming, even numbing his senses. The Black Wing Duke frowned slightly as he turned his head.

“No need to look at me with such scary eyes. I have no intention of running away.” the woman said.

“…Where is His Majesty?”

Instead of answering, she pointed a delicate finger to the ground beneath them. What could that mean? Did it imply another hidden space below the forbidden chamber? The Duke didn’t bother to check. There were more urgent matters to attend to.

Woooom…!

As he channeled his aura into the hilt of his sword, the royal family’s sacred sword let out a plaintive cry. It was a sign that he had pushed his aura to the limit.

“That was a foolish question. What I should do first is eliminate the root of this chaos.”

“Oh my, are you referring to me?” she asked.

“If not you, then who else? Lady Roswell.”

“Hmm.”

Lady Roswell’s seemingly innocent smile appeared defenseless, but the Duke did not relax. He couldn’t.

‘She is unsettling.’

Her hair, flowing down to her waist, was darker than the night sky. Her flawless white skin allowed not a single blemish. Her features were so perfectly crafted that it seemed like a Dwarf master had sculpted them.

Perfect beauty.

Such a description suited her appearance perfectly, which only made her all the more unsettling. Most disconcertingly—

“Oh, now I realize. This is the first time I’ve shown you this, isn’t it?”

Sensing the Black Wing Duke’s wariness, her eyes curved into a gentle smile. When they reopened, the Duke recoiled in shock.

“Those golden eyes… Impossible?!”


The Duke instantly recognized Lady Roswell’s true identity. As hard as it was to believe, her true form was—

Thud.

In a world turning crimson, the Black Wing Duke lowered his head.

A long tail, covered in black scales, had pierced through his armor and impaled his abdomen. When? No, how?

“Y-you…”

Thunk.

Before he could finish his sentence, the tail burrowed deeper into his abdomen, lifting him into the air and then slamming him to the ground. His consciousness began to fade.

“I’m sorry. But it couldn’t be helped. The completion is near. I can’t let you interfere with years of effort. Besides, this is what your beloved Majesty wanted, too.”

“What do you mean…?”

“Ancient sorcerers wielded spells that rivaled the powers of transcendent beings. But they themselves never became transcendent. Isn’t it ironic? They could wield the same level of power but were not transcendent beings. So the sorcerers of that era researched what ‘transcendence’ truly was.”

The sudden surge of bizarre information made the Duke’s fading consciousness struggle to make sense of the situation. What relevance did this have now…?

“What is transcendence? If it’s simply about possessing great power, then there are many who wield such power without being transcendent. So what sets them apart? What is the difference?”

“……”

“The ancient sorcerers hypothesized that to achieve transcendence, one needed a ‘specific qualification.’

Perhaps achieving extraordinary feats or becoming an object of worship like gods. It’s a plausible theory. Those who did attain transcendence were often known across the continent as heroes or individuals who left their names in history through monumental achievements. But even this hypothesis was eventually discarded—by the sorcerers themselves.”

Lady Roswell continued explaining, undeterred by the Duke’s silence.

“Creating something from nothing, founding new schools of magic… These great Grand Magus were akin to gods to their followers and unparalleled in their magical prowess. Who among them achieved greater feats than these sorcerers? Not many, and even among the transcendents, such accomplishments were rare. Their next hypothesis, therefore, was that transcendence is determined by inherent factors.”

In unison, the ancient sorcerers captured various transcendents alive and dissected them.

“The more they researched, the more compelling this hypothesis became. By breaking down the bodies of transcendents to the cellular level, they discovered something absent in mortals. They couldn’t identify what it was, but they named it the ‘Transcendent Gene’. Interesting, isn’t it?”

“…Are you saying this has something to do with the Argon royal family?”

“Ah, now you’re interested. Yes, it has a very deep connection.”

Roswell chuckled softly, clearly entertained.

“Yes, the Argon royal bloodline carries the traces of those ancient experiments. The kingdom was founded not by nobles but by slaves, failed experiments who weren’t disposed of. They were instead collected and contained in this ‘pen’ called a kingdom. The Argon royal family’s lineage is intrinsically linked to the experimentation and manipulation of the ‘Transcendent Gene.’”

The Duke’s anguish was palpable. What he had believed to be a noble bloodline was revealed to be the product of ancient, dark experimentation.

“……” z

“What do you think the ancient sorcerers’ next goal was after discovering the Transcendent Gene? Naturally, they wanted to implant it into the bodies of mortals. And, of course, they wouldn’t experiment on themselves. They harvested the Transcendent Genes from dragons, demons, and giants—those species born with the qualifications of transcendents—who opposed the ancient sorcerers. Injecting these factors into humans inevitably led to rejection, often causing rampages and mutations. Doesn’t that sound familiar?”

At that point, the Black Wing Duke’s waning consciousness suddenly became alert.

‘No way…!’

“Exactly. The bloodline you revere as noble, the Argon royal family, were originally the lowest of the low. They were slaves, countless test subjects sacrificed in ancient experiments. This Argon Kingdom is nothing more than a pen where these failed experiments were collected instead of being disposed of.”

“Lies… all lies…!”

“I swear, I’m not telling a single lie. But if it’s too hard to believe, just watch quietly from where you are.”

And witness the resurrection of the dragon—.
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Khan’s eyes subtly lifted as he tried to leave after collecting the head of the Palace Steward as a trophy. It seemed that putting the ‘Skull of Scream’ into the subspace severed its influence, as the high-ranking officials, prisoners, and trailing knights began to wake up from their stupor.

‘Hmm. Shall I leave it at this for now?’

The primary objective of eliminating the Palace Steward had already been achieved. The true intention behind Khan leading the prisoners to cause a commotion was merely to obscure people’s judgment, not because the prisoners seemed unjustly treated and deserved freedom. What nonsense. If they were prisoners brought all the way to the palace, it was only natural to think they were irredeemable human scum. These were people who wouldn’t have any right to complain even if they all died.

‘What remains…’

Khan recollected his purpose once more. Apart from the goal of obtaining ‘Mortalia’s Relic,’ there was a more fundamental reason why he accepted the proposal of the Black Wing Duke. It was to find information about the transcendent gene and the experimental subject Argos, mentioned in the ancient mages’ records.

‘There’s a possibility that the ancient mages might have glimpsed part of the truth of this world.’

The ancient Grand Magus Alpha, who had become a minion of the void, had also despaired at his failure to transcend and, in the process of preparing for the future, became a servant of the void. He realized that the outside of this world was entirely composed of void, and there was no path to transcendence from the start.

If other ancient mages had realized this truth, they would have undoubtedly pursued every possible method to reach transcendence. Thus, the transcendent gene was likely a byproduct of their efforts. This meant that through information about the transcendent gene, one could potentially uncover the ‘truth of the world’ that ancient mages had discovered.

‘I have to make a quiet exit.’

With some of them regaining their senses, Khan, carrying the long-limbed monkey on his shoulder, hurriedly left the underground cell.

“Ugh. The world is shaking again…”

A man who had regained his senses halfway groaned in dizziness. He seemed not to understand the situation yet, but Khan didn’t intend to explain it, intending only to briefly convey his purpose.

If no one had blocked his path.

“What is this?”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m not a suspicious person.”

“Usually, suspicious guys say that.”

“Haha… I really am not. I was sent by the Black Wing Duke. I am Aser de Negras. I am, albeit insufficiently, the captain of the Royal Guard.”

Well, he wasn’t a suspicious guy after all. The neat middle-aged knight, with a smile on his face, turned his gaze to the monkey gagging on Khan’s shoulder. He seemed to be asking what it was.

“It has some use, so I brought it.”

“Hmm… What about the other prisoners?”


“Well, I think they should be dead by now.”

Having missed the escapee and seeing the Palace Steward’s head severed, it was certain they would vent their anger by cutting down the rest. It seemed Aser roughly understood, as he smiled bitterly.

“Well, they were going to be executed anyway. So, the Palace Steward…?”

“Dead. I can show you proof later if needed. With a fresh head.”

“I’m not very strong-stomached, so I’ll pass for now.”

With his characteristic eye smile, Aser declined. Khan, eyeing him suspiciously, placed the monkey on the ground and asked. The conversation kept going in circles, and he still hadn’t heard why Aser blocked his path.

“So, is there anything else you need to discuss? If not…”

“Hmm. Just as my father mentioned, you are quick to catch on. Yes, I have a request… not just a task.”

“A request?”

“Actually…”

Aser de Negras, who had even withdrawn the faint smile from his face, found it hard to speak. This indicated just how sensitive the issue was. Regardless of whether it could be answered or not, simply conveying this information to an outsider would be considered treason.

‘But still, it can’t be helped.’

He was a Royal Guard. For him, the most important thing to protect was not the laws of the kingdom but the royal bloodline itself. Even if his actions constituted a grave crime, if they were in the service of the king, they had to be carried out. That’s the duty of a knight who has sworn an oath of loyalty.

“Actually, my father… the Black Wing Duke has gone to see His Majesty the King.”

“Wasn’t he unable to meet him?”

“Well, I don’t know the exact details either. As far as I know, there was some issue with the Crown Prince, and His Majesty went to the ‘Forbidden Territory’ to resolve it.”

“Forbidden Territory?”

Khan’s eyes glimmered with interest. The term ‘Forbidden Territory’ had an undeniably suspicious ring to it.

“Even if you’re that curious, it’s impossible for me to guide you to the Forbidden Territory. The location is known only to His Majesty the King, the Crown Prince, and the royal bloodline, along with the Black Wing Duke.”

“If it’s royal bloodline…”


“Yes. Correct.”

Princess Delphina. If it were her, she would know the location of the Forbidden Territory.

“But Her Highness the Princess is currently outside the royal castle. Her location is likely…”

“She is hiding at my comrades’ stronghold in the capital city, to avoid getting caught up in today’s events.”

“Yes, I know my father made those arrangements. But to find the Forbidden Territory, we absolutely need Her Highness the Princess’s help.”

At that moment, the resentment spirit strengthened Aser’s point.

『That insect’s words are true. The old insect also thought that royal blood was necessary to open the Forbidden Territory.』

This was confirmed directly from the Palace Steward’s memories through ‘Resentment Corrosion’. At least, it was certain that they needed Princess Delphina to find the Forbidden Territory.

“Good thing I brought you along, monkey.”

“Yes, yes! Boss!”

The monkey was dizzy. It remembered entering some underground space following Khan, and when it regained consciousness, it found itself carried on Khan’s shoulder to the surface. Moreover, the prisoners it had been with were nowhere to be seen.

‘What on earth is with this knight?!’

More astonishing than anything else was the current situation, where the worst prisoner who committed regicide was having a very friendly conversation with the captain of the Royal Guard, the protector of the royalty. Just from eavesdropping, it seemed like they were in cahoots.

No matter how keen Alejandro’s intuition was, there were limits to its understanding. A scene where the regicide and the captain of the Royal Guard were together was unimaginable even in dreams. And then, where were they heading? Together into the royal Forbidden Territory?

‘Are you kidding me? What is going on?’

But despite his complicated thoughts, Alejandro’s body responded quickly. He had a sense that he was now at the center of history!

“Give me any orders!”

Alejandro, although he prided himself as a grand thief, had never stolen anything for personal gain. The driving force behind his thefts was purely his desire for self-approval. With the kind of talent that could have made him a top-tier assassin, he merely engaged in small-time thievery for this reason.

“Shall I infiltrate the palace? Or perhaps rob the treasury?!”

Normally, such suggestions would be out of the question, but the entire palace was in chaos right now. Moreover, with the captain of the Royal Guard supporting their side, Alejandro’s abilities could definitely come in handy. No, he absolutely had to do it!


“Boss! Quickly, give the order…!”

“Go outside and bring some people.”

“Of course, let’s rob the treasure first! Wait, what?”

“Bring some people. Quietly, without being noticed.”

***

Alejandro, true to his reputation as a master thief, managed to slip past the myriad watchful eyes and exit the royal palace. Of course, he had a bit of help from Aser, the captain of the Royal Guard.

‘Is this guy really using someone as amazing as me for errands?’

The buildings in the capital were mostly two to three stories high, making it easy for someone to avoid detection by traversing rooftops. While it wasn’t entirely straightforward given the number of people, Alejandro was no ordinary thief. He leapt from roof to roof without making a sound.

‘Black roof… Black roof… Black roof…’

Found it. A massive mansion, so notable it was hard to miss, came into view. With nimble movements, Alejandro vaulted over the mansion’s wall. The noise of his landing on the grass was minimal unless heard right beside him. Alejandro paused to catch his breath, moving cautiously forward. Even though he was here to bring someone, his instinct to remain hidden kicked in, masking his presence without being conscious of it.

“Who are you?”

“Ah…!”

Alejandro jumped, not used to being caught off guard. He had never been detected when he actively hid his presence, and yet, someone was right behind him. From the voice alone, it was clear the person was a young girl, which alarmed him even more.

“I’m not a thief! I mean, I am a thief but I’m not here to steal!”

“…?”

“It sounds weird, but it’s true!”

“Alright.”

She believes me? Alejandro slowly turned his head, nearly letting out a scream. A sharp blade was mere millimeters away from his neck. Any slight movement and it would have been over for him.

‘If she had intended to attack, I would have been beheaded…!’

This meant she adjusted the distance to avoid harming him unless he resisted. What astonished him further was that his assailant was a girl around twenty years old, stunningly beautiful with platinum-blonde hair—an uncommon combination. Her aura was undeniably extraordinary, and she was enveloped in a white light, a hallmark of the sacred armor worn by paladins.

‘Isn’t the Pantheon Church known for hating barbarian?’

Caught between conventional wisdom and Khan’s orders, Alejandro hesitated for a moment. Suddenly, another presence filled the area, encircling Alejandro.

“Dame Aries, who is this?”

“A thief.”

“Is that true?”

As a handsome young man with an almost dazzling appearance inquired with a tone that suggested, ‘Why haven’t you dealt with him yet?’, Alejandro hurriedly protested.

“I am a thief, but I’m not here to steal!”

“We don’t have time for such nonsense, finish him quickly.”

“Eek!”

A stern-looking woman pointed a spear at him, and the handsome young man, also clad in the sacred armor of a paladin, placed his hand on his sword hilt. From within the mansion, another colossal barbarian, even larger than an orc, emerged. It was like a circle of demons ready to ensnare him. If he made a wrong move, he might not leave alive.

“Baldy! Monkey!”

“Warrior Pashantu, it’s not polite to mock people.”

“Baldy!”

His eyes tearing up at being called bald, Alejandro winced internally. Despite still having some hair left, he was being called a baldy. While he lamented internally, he suddenly noticed someone behind the massive barbarian.

Alejandro, recognizing the noble aura of the woman at a glance, fell to his knees and pressed his forehead to the ground, shouting.

“Your Highness, the Princess! I’ve come to escort you on behalf of my boss!”

“Boss you say…?”

“Yes! The one who killed the royal…!”

Alejandro babbled whatever came to mind, but then suddenly clammed up. The weight of his words hit him after he had already spoken. What lunatic would tell royalty that they were sent by a royal murderer?

‘I’m screwed.’
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“Princess Delphina.”

“Sir Aser. You are safe.”

“I didn’t do much. It was this person over here who took care of everything.”

“Ah.”

While the methods were somewhat extreme, Aser chuckled bitterly, recalling the chaos caused by a single barbarian. It was a laugh mixed with various emotions, particularly as the captain of the Royal Guard, feeling the inadequacy of the palace’s defenses being breached so easily. Though the defense of the palace was primarily the duty of the royal guards and royal knights, the Royal Guard wasn’t wholly unrelated.

The palace’s defense being breached so easily implied a direct risk to the safety of the royal family. Even if the security was breached internally, being toyed with to such an extent was too much.

‘After this is all over, we need to overhaul the palace’s security system.’

Even though the breakout of prisoners from the underground prison was unprecedented, attributing the poor initial response to inexperience was not justifiable. Too much gold was spent maintaining the royal guards and knights to excuse such failures.

“By the way, it seems no one has tailed us. Given the current chaos in the palace, if anyone saw us, we would definitely have been followed.”

“Oh… That’s…”

Princess Delphina attributed it to the skills of the ‘monkey’ sent by Khan.

“It was as if he had already seen the palace’s internal structure. He seems to be extremely adept at stealth.”

“Hah.”

Aser couldn’t help but marvel again. So the captive carried by Khan, who killed the Palace Steward, possessed such abilities. The thought that Khan had seen through this and kept him alive from the start made Aser shiver. It suggested that Khan had planned from the beginning to send this prisoner outside the palace.

‘A terrifying insight.’

Even with superhuman strength that single-handedly overturned the entire palace, such power would not be granted to an individual. He also possessed the wisdom to judge people’s abilities and foresee future events?

For Aser, who had realized the intelligence of the barbarian race through Pashantu, this was an uncomfortable reality to accept.

“… I see.”

“Yes. It is fortunate. It seems you believe we need to enter the royal ‘Forbidden Territory,’ so it wouldn’t help to draw attention, would it?”

“Yes, you are correct. But before that… Are you alright with this, Your Highness? I look foolish asking this after suggesting it, but opening the Forbidden Territory to outsiders is a significant crime—”


“It’s alright. It’s not like you would decide to open the Forbidden Territory without reason. Besides, I am concerned that my father headed there himself.”

Her judgment aligned precisely with Aser’s thoughts.

“Warrior Pashantu. Could I ask you to focus on protecting Her Highness along with Sir Maxime?”

“Hmm.”

“I am aware of your reputation, but given the current state of affairs, I must request this. If you are not inclined, my father and you could have a duel later…”

“Alright!”

Offering a carrot that Pashantu, who was desperate to defeat the Black Wing Duke, couldn’t refuse, Aser moved straight towards Khan’s group, who were conversing at a distance.

“Use this if necessary. It should be enough to save your life.”

“Thank you, My Lord.”

“We don’t know what might happen. If a battle starts, team up with Leo.”

“Yes.”

Having passed the ‘Skull of Scream’ to Maya, Khan’s gaze shifted to Aries, who was scouring the damaged palace. Sensing his stare, Aries turned her head, their eyes meeting. Her expressionless gaze seemed to say, ‘Causing trouble again?’ The peculiar situation of being regarded as a troublemaker by a kid made Khan frown.

“The situation was unavoidable.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

This little one seems to be getting more impudent by the day.

“… So. I called them, but are you sure this is alright?”

“What do you mean?”

“It might be seen as a paladin interfering in the kingdom’s internal affairs.”

“I don’t care.”

Aries answered immediately as if such concerns were the least of her worries.


“My task is to escort Khan. Until we reach the Holy Sanctuary.”

“Even if Dame Aries says so, that doesn’t mean there won’t be any issues. Even if they asked for help.”

Retainer Leo expressed a differing opinion from Aries. He believed that revealing Aries’s presence, given her special position within the Paladins, could cause problems.

“Yes, it’s a political issue unrelated to the duties of a paladin. However, it can’t be entirely ignored. Some cardinals in the Holy Sanctuary are trying to reduce the autonomous operational authority of the paladins. There will certainly be some harsh words. But…”

Leo chuckled heartily.

“Well, what can you do? I think I’m starting to understand Dame Aries’s perspective. Just being with her means encountering and solving all sorts of incidents across the continent. Compared to the days when we wandered aimlessly looking for demon worshippers, it feels like trouble finds us now.”

“Quiet.”

Khan frowned as Aser dismissed his jest. They were treating him like a walking disaster.

*

Nonetheless, there was no reason to stop those who were willing to go along. Following the enthusiastic Princess Delphina, Khan headed towards the largest part of the inner palace.

“We’ll inevitably encounter many people as we move to the mausoleum. Sir Aser and I can smooth things over to some extent, but…”

Rumors had spread throughout the palace about a barbarian and prisoners causing chaos. The sight of the princess accompanying two barbarian would not likely be greeted warmly.

“I have already taken steps for that. The Royal Guard, the Royal Knights, and the palace guards are focused on securing the palace and capturing the prisoners. Infiltrating the inner palace unnoticed is not entirely impossible.”

“… It’s a bit thrilling to think about sneaking into the palace I usually walk into like my home.”

Princess Delphina’s lighthearted comments were typical of a naïve princess, but Khan noticed she was trying to ease the tension among the group.

“You don’t need to worry about them. They can handle themselves. Just focus on your own safety.”

“Thank you for your concern.”

“It wasn’t meant as concern.”

Khan frowned at Delphina’s amused response. As naïve as she was for a medieval royal, she seemed to harbor some sort of illusion about him, which made him uncomfortable. She should be thankful he’s a modern intellectual at heart, merely in a barbarian’s shell.

“Boss. Scouting completed!”


At that moment, Alejandro returned from his scouting mission. His movements were so stealthy it was as if he possessed a related skill. He weaved through the palace, avoiding detection with remarkable ease.

“What’s the situation ahead?”

“It’s going to be tougher than expected. The Royal Guards are guarding the main palace entrance tightly, and there are quite a few knights as well.”

“Did you check the insignia?”

Alejandro nodded at Aser’s question.

“There were long shields with spears depicted on them, sir.”

“It seems the high-ranking officials aligned with the Palace Steward have taken action.”

“Trying to sneak in will be difficult, right?”

“Yes, probably.”

Aser and Delphina became visibly serious. Entering the inner palace was a necessary step to reach the Forbidden Territory, and their plan hit an obstacle from the get-go.

However, Khan’s group responded with calm indifference. If there’s an obstacle, just break through it. After all, the kingdom’s knights were hardly an insurmountable threat considering their current strength. Silently, they began preparing for combat, embodying Khan’s straightforward approach.

Sir Maxime, one of Delphina’s guards, voiced his concern.

“It’s unlikely they’ll let in prisoners and unidentified individuals. Forcing our way in might jeopardize Her Highness’s standing…”

“It’s already too late.”

“What do you mean, too late?”

“The royal authority is already at its lowest. The fact that a princess has to act cautiously is proof enough.”

“Watch your words! What do you know, foreign paladin…!”

“No one can obstruct an imperial royal event.”

Aries hit the nail on the head.

Even without comparing it to the Empire, the truth held. Interfering with royal events was unthinkable unless done by another royal. How’s the Argon Kingdom faring? Just the influence of high-ranking officials forced Princess Delphina to act cautiously.

“This country is anything but normal.”

“… It can’t be helped. During His Majesty’s absence, the power of officials like the Palace Steward has grown immensely. Things were a bit better when Alan was around.”

Even Alan eventually fell under the Palace Steward’s influence and went on a rampage. This further tarnished the royal family’s authority, leaving the Black Wing Duke as the only one capable of checking the Palace Steward’s power in the current Argon Royal family.

Whether Aries was aware of all these circumstances when she made her comment was uncertain, but Delphina and the others couldn’t help but feel embarrassed.

‘Where did she learn to talk like this? She’s getting incredibly cheeky.’

Khan thought it unnecessary to go that far. No matter how much they discussed it, the decision would ultimately fall on Delphina, who would bear the political burden.

Indeed, Delphina lowered her head into a thoughtful silence. Khan was prepared to accept whatever decision she made. After all, his objective of finding the ‘Forbidden Territory’ wouldn’t change.

‘Worse comes to worst, I’ll just turn this whole palace upside down.’

There was also a significant chance that the Resentment Spirit would detect the aura from the ‘Dragon Scale Fragment.’ To study the transcendent gene, something related to dragons would be essential.

“I will…”

With a determined look, Delphina opened her mouth.

“I will…!”

But before she could complete her resolve, there was a loud thud.

“What is that commotion?”

“It’s coming from inside the palace…!”

“A sound? No, it’s more like a vibration…?”

Confusion spread among the knights and guards at the entrance of the inner palace. As if to announce that this was just the beginning, the Draupnir at Khan’s waist emitted a piercing scream.

Woooooong!

The thoughts transmitted by the Resentment Spirit were too muddled to comprehend. Feelings of fear, hatred, and murderous intent seemed to flood Khan’s mind.

Thud…!

“Kyaaa!”

“Your Highness!”

Delphina screamed. Blood vessels swelled on her beautiful face, down to her neck, and blood tears began to flow from her eyes, which she covered with her hands.

Thud──!

‘Shit…!’

Khan’s face contorted with pain as he struggled to maintain his sanity amid the torrent of emotions pouring out from the Resentment Spirit. He shoved the boiling hot Dragon Scale Fragment into subspace and, feeling slightly relieved, grasped the hilt of Draupnir. Get a hold of yourself, you fool!

Perhaps his urgent call reached it, as the intensity of the overflowing emotions subsided, and the Resentment Spirit sent a clearer message.

『A dragon is resurrecting—! Areolus! That accursed golden dragon…!』
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Thud…!

The Resentment Spirit’s wail was drowned out by the mysterious vibration that resonated once more. No, it wasn’t just a vibration. It was the sound of a dragon’s heart, long dormant, beginning to beat again. And as time passed, the intervals between the beats were subtly shortening.

‘Areolus? A golden dragon?’

He’d never heard that name before. However, just knowing that the being named was a dragon foretold a calamitous situation.

An ancient dragon’s resurrection?

That was an event unprecedented even in the main questline. In the current era, the number of living dragons could be counted on one hand, and even the appearance of those two had catastrophically increased the game’s difficulty.

Dragons were such entities.

They were the most nearly perfect beings in this world. Their mere presence attracted myriad monsters, creating dreadful calamities, capable of tearing thousands of lives apart with a single wingbeat and reducing the impregnable imperial capital to ashes with a single breath. Even at the final stages of the game, they were near-impossible foes, leaving little chance of victory even with the highest level characters.

Even immature dragons were that formidable….

‘There’s no time to measure anything else.’

It wasn’t just Khan who grasped the gravity of the situation. Anyone could tell there was something extraordinary about the cause of Princess Delphina’s convulsions.

“Maxime, aser, and Pashantu. The three of you, get the princess away from the source of this vibration.”

The aura of the ‘golden dragon’ was clearly agitating the transcendent gene inside Princess Delphina. Staying here could result in a mutation like Alan’s. Considering the uncertainties ahead, they couldn’t proceed while bearing such a variable.

“B-boss…”

Alejandro’s eyes quaked as if an earthquake was happening. Even for someone like Alejandro, who had thrown himself into the underground prison out of a sense of honor, the current phenomenon was excessively surreal. Humans naturally feel instinctive fear toward what they cannot comprehend.

“You go with them too.”

Khan, seeing no need to keep Alejandro who wouldn’t contribute to the fight, assigned him to guard the princess. Ideally, he would have also sent Maya, who had a human body, to protect Delphina, but—

“My heart is pounding. As expected, my lord has a knack for attracting dreadful things.”

What a cursed knack, indeed. Khan grimaced at Maya’s sardonic joke as he clutched Draupnir, which was emitting the curse of dragon-slaying.

“I’ll cut through anything that blocks our way and press on.”


“Wait a moment.”

Clip-clop—

Aries, with her hair tied back, approached briskly and grabbed Khan’s hand.

Just as Khan was about to give her a perplexed look, the transcendent being’s voice, now familiar as a neighbor’s, filled his mind without the oppressive pressure it usually carried. Instead, it felt warm, reminiscent of being cradled in parental arms, a memory long forgotten.

『You bear a truly tragic fate. There isn’t another mortal like you on the continent, apostle of the Warrior God.』

In accordance with the rules, divine beings are forbidden from interfering privately in the affairs of the continent, but this time is an exception. The variables in this situation are enough to twist the fate of the world. To prevent this unforeseen disaster, such interference must be allowed.

The image of the goddess with scales in one hand and a sword in the other shimmered like a vision.

It was the Goddess of Justice.

『Sending my child to you was the right choice. Without her, I wouldn’t be able to offer even this slight help.』

The Goddess of Justice drove her reversed sword straight into Aries’s crown. Whatever flowed through the sword into Aries then spread throughout her entire body.

Lastly, the Goddess of Justice offered her scales to Khan.

『Noble warrior with an indomitable spirit, even in the face of any trial. If you never lose that heart, this power will aid you.』

With those words, the vision of the Goddess of Justice dispersed. Khan’s hazy mind quickly returned to normal. Instinctively, he checked his stats. But to his surprise, there were no changes in his stats. Instead, a new skill had appeared in his skill window.

『Courageous Scales』

─To those who do not give up, opportunities shall be given.

No rank, no detailed description, no visible effects—just something that took up the bottommost spot in his skill window, making him doubt if it even qualified as a skill.

‘Hah, unbelievable…’

It felt as if he had just awoken from a dream, but everything he experienced was indeed real.

“Goddess of Justice…”

“What the…”


Leo and Maya also seemed to sense the presence of the Goddess of Justice, looking rather bewildered. When Khan glanced down at the gaze he felt from below, aries was staring up at him with her usual expressionless face, but her eyes conveyed a message.

‘I told you I would help next time,’ they seemed to say.

“You might be short, but you have grown up.”

Stomp.

Khan had meant it as a compliment, but Aries stomped on his foot and turned away briskly. Watching her walk away quickly, Khan couldn’t help but chuckle.

‘Yeah. When hasn’t it been like this?’

He felt foolish for taking the situation so seriously and getting overly grim. Ever since he was thrown into this cursed world, every event always took a turn for the worst. It wasn’t new. In fact, not having something blow up would make him more anxious. At least he knew the source of the current crisis this time, which was better than usual.

Most importantly—

‘A golden dragon or whatever, no matter how powerful that ancient lizard used to be, how strong can it be after all this time?’

***

“Intruders!”

The Royal Knights and palace guards, who had been bewildered by the sudden disturbance within the palace, regained their senses at the mention of intruders. In fact, they appeared more united and determined to oppose the intruders than before. They had stopped thinking with their heads and instead relied on their ingrained training. This confusion had inadvertently worked in their favor, even if it was a bit too late.

“Forgive me, but please step aside!”

The blond youth, leo, shouted in a surprisingly polite tone for an intruder, advancing with a shield imbued with holy power. The palace guards braced themselves and adopted defensive stances, but Leo’s shield emitted a brilliant white light, pushing them back effortlessly.

It was a form of holy magic known as the ‘Shield of Protection.’

The guards, braced for a heavy impact, were gently pushed aside, creating gaps in their formation. It was Maya’s job to exploit these openings. Her spear, Yorun, unleashed waves of ‘Counterstrike Pulse’ left and right. The already disrupted front lines collapsed quickly, prompting the Royal Knights to step in.

However, the knights’ swords never reached Maya and Leo. From the outset, the duo’s role was simply to create a momentary gap.

The movements of these near-superhuman figures were too swift for the average knight of this border kingdom to respond to in time. Before they could react, the Paladin and the barbarian warrior closed the distance and effortlessly dismantled the knights in their path, clearing a straight route to the main palace entrance.

Though Argon was considered a border kingdom, its defenders were still elite soldiers trained at great expense. Individually, they couldn’t compare to those of the Empire, but they were far from being pushovers.

“Block them!”


The unique malleability of aura shone at this moment. A dozen knights combined their aura to create a thick barrier, a blockade that even the Black Wing Duke, the kingdom’s strongest knight, would struggle to break through.

“Don’t make this difficult. Move aside.”

But it soon became clear that this was a misconception. Following the ominous trajectory of his cursed sword, Khan shattered the aura barrier as if it were made of glass. The aura wasn’t sliced through or pierced; it simply disintegrated under the impact.

This was a combined aura barrier from a dozen knights, shattered purely through brute strength. Naturally, the Royal Knights began to suspect the barbarian’s sword of harboring some demonic energy. Of course, this too was a misconception. While Draupnir was indeed an extraordinary magic sword, against anything less than a dragon, it was merely a durable blade.

Ouch.

‘Not bad at all.’

Even though the obstacle had been essentially scarecrows, aura was still aura. Especially when it was emitted by a dozen knights. The recoil from the clash between his magic sword and their aura left a bitter taste of blood in his mouth.

But progress had been made. Khan and his three companions had broken through the numerous guards and knights, stepping onto the drawbridge leading to the main palace.

“Don’t let them through!”

“Raise the drawbridge… Quickly!”

Shouts and hurried movements ensued on the other side of the drawbridge.

Drdrdrdrdrk!

The intention on the other side was simple: raise the drawbridge to cut off the path. Anyone falling into the moat below would lose mobility, making them easy targets to surround and wipe out.

“Can you make the jump?”

“Naturally.”

The response from Khan’s group was equally straightforward. Grabbing Maya, whose physical abilities were less impressive, Khan sprinted and leaped through the narrowing gap of the closing drawbridge.

“What the hell… Did they just jump that distance?!”

While the stunned palace guards gasped, aries and Leo followed, successfully squeezing through the gap behind Khan. Having infiltrated the most critical location of the kingdom with surprising ease, Khan gripped the hilt of his sword tightly.

‘This is just the beginning.’

Thud──. Thud──. Thud──.

The heartbeat of the dragon continued, slowly but steadily picking up speed. The ‘curse of dragonslaying’ emanating from the Resentment Spirit grew stronger in parallel, leaving the creature devoid of its former sanity, as if it had been swallowed by its own curse.

However, in a twisted stroke of fortune, the curse now seemed to guide the way, slithering forward as if pointing them in the right direction. According to Aser, the remaining forces inside the inner palace were insignificant, so finding the mausoleum shouldn’t be difficult if they knew the direction.

“Well, it’s not like they’ll let us through easily.”

If someone orchestrated this, they wouldn’t want any interference now on the cusp of the dragon’s resurrection. At that moment, familiar monstrous faces emerged.

“Krurrrrk. Block them. That is. The order.”

“So, they talk now too.”

What, have they evolved or something?

These were the ‘Lizardmen’ Khan had previously encountered in the underground prison.
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The consciousness of the Black Wing Duke fluctuated erratically. He would suddenly regain awareness, only to just as quickly fall unconscious again, a cycle that repeated multiple times. Each time his consciousness flickered, he noticed the environment around him shifting. No, what changed was not the environment but the enormous scales.

At first, the golden scales exuded a menacing aura, pressing down on all sides with an overwhelming sense of oppression. In the next moment, that energy was completely subdued, becoming eerily calm.

Thud… Thud…

It wasn’t long before the pounding that sounded like a heartbeat woke the Black Wing Duke again. The source of the sound was the golden scales. From the golden scales, transparent blood vessels extended, forming a design as they spread out. The scale was so enormous that he couldn’t see its entirety, but instinctively, he knew it was in the shape of a dragon.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

When the initially slow heartbeat became noticeably faster, the Black Wing Duke opened his eyes again. The golden scales were undergoing yet another transformation.

‘A jewel?’

Each time a crimson-streaked jewel pulsed intensely, the transparent blood vessels responded by releasing a tremendous energy. By this time, the dragon’s form was properly outlined in golden borders. His consciousness submerged once more, and when he opened his eyes again, golden eyes stared back at him.

It was Lady Roswell.

“I injected a slightly diluted hemotoxin, but you seem to be coping better than I expected.”

Welcoming the Black Wing Duke with a crescent-eyed smile as he woke from his stupor, she glanced back at the increasingly defined form of the dragon.

“How is it? Isn’t it quite remarkable? I was amazed too. To see a transcendental being, despite being merely a part of a body that died thousands of years ago, devour the mixed and impure transcendent gene over such an extended period. Makes one wonder… Could this be a life response unique to transcendental beings, or is it exclusive to dragons? If it’s the latter, I might be a bit jealous.”

The Black Wing Duke couldn’t fully register her words, yet within his muddled consciousness, he realized whom the dragon was absorbing the transcendent gene from. An individual born with an unusually pure lineage in the kingdom’s history.

The Crown Prince—

“Of course, I will keep my promise. Once all the transcendent gene is extracted from His Highness the Crown Prince, his bloodline’s power will no longer run amok, resulting in self-imprisonment. Doesn’t it bring a sliver of hope?”

Though words didn’t easily pass his lips, the Black Wing Duke’s eyes questioned Lady Roswell. Could she guarantee the Crown Prince’s survival after all the transcendent gene had been drained?

Lady Roswell responded with a bright smile.

“Maybe.”

With a slight sense of relief, the Black Wing Duke closed his eyes.

Thud──!


When he next stirred, the image of jewels and scales had vanished. Only a dazzling golden light remained, a signal that the dragon’s resurrection was imminent.

“Yes, it’s not long now. My heart is pounding too. To think that some part of a transcendental being, having endured thousands—no, even more than that—of years, will meet another part of itself and resurrect. What kind of being will it turn into? Will it revive with its original identity intact, or will it be a mere shell without memories? What do you think, Black Wing Duke?”

“……..”

“Hmm… This time, are you worried about His Majesty? Don’t worry. His Majesty is by the side of the Crown Prince, whom he cherishes dearly, so there’s no need for concern. Oh, wait.”

Lady Roswell grinned with innocent glee, as if she had found a delightful toy.

“Quite the interesting interlopers you’ve let inside. Even I was surprised at first. Who would expect to sense a divine presence in Argon’s capital? It seems at least a paladin of apostle-rank has entered the royal palace. Not that I knew what was happening outside, being trapped here.”

A paladin of apostle-rank? The Black Wing Duke thought of the two paladins accompanying the barbarian. Were they really such impressive figures?

“Did you not know either? That’s surprising. A paladin adored by a god would be highly esteemed even in the Holy Sanctuary. What business would bring such a person to this border kingdom—I was wondering, but it seems I might have to ask them directly.”

How?

“When conducting experiments, there come times when you unavoidably need test subjects. Fortunately, his Majesty sent me prisoners who were scheduled for execution. Those who mutated during the process are helping me in various ways.”

The Black Wing Duke recalled the ‘Lizardmen monsters’ that had appeared from the underground prison.

“Fufu. If you look closely, they have their cute aspects. They follow my orders so well…”

Are they strong enough to face apostolic-level paladins? The Black Wing Duke questioned, to which Lady Roswell shook her head.

“While their enhanced physical abilities due to the side effects of the transcendent gene allow them to easily overwhelm ordinary humans, they couldn’t take on a paladin favored by the gods. But they can at least slow them down. Besides, I made a few additional tweaks. It’s pitiful, really…”

Shortly, the smile on Lady Roswell’s lips faded. Did something upset her? No, the Black Wing Duke realized, she seemed more delighted now than before.

“Do you feel it?”

The Black Wing Duke nodded in affirmation. Despite being in a state where all senses were paralyzed, he somehow felt the flow of the battle occurring inside the fortress. Black Wing Duke thought it was as if Ms. Roswell’s senses were being transmitted to him. As if part of his nervous system had connected with hers when his abdomen was pierced.

“Amazing. It seems simple physical abilities are nearing the power exuded by superhumans. The waves of holy power are not meeting my expectations.”

It was just as she said.

The large and small spheres of light stirring up inside the fortress, the power of the paladins was overwhelmingly dominant compared to the holy power they possessed. He could feel Ms. Roswell’s children, who had gained greater strength by drastically shortening their lifespan through the rampage of mutated genes, being helplessly pushed back.


At an overwhelmingly fast pace—.

“Hmm. Are they conserving their holy power for future battles? If so, it means they’re at least at the vice-commander level of the paladins. They would need to be that strong to consistently overpower the children with pure physical abilities.”

The Black Wing Duke agreed with her thoughts.

No, a brief thought crossed his mind that it could be the work of someone other than the paladins, but it was soon buried and scattered. He wanted to fully concentrate on the aftermath of the battle felt through the connection with Ms. Roswell. He hoped those fighting above would stop her.

“Such audacious imagination you have.”

If the dragon revives, not only Argon but the entire continent will be thrown into chaos.

“Truthfully, I don’t want to die at the hands of a rampaging transcendent either. But I think we’re just missing a few parts. Of course, even if it’s incomplete, we’ll be able to properly grasp the power of the transcendent genes. We’ve gained quite a lot already.”

The Black Wing Duke was surprised by the emotions conveyed through the connection with her.

Amazingly, he didn’t sense any malice from her. She genuinely did not desire the resurrection of the dragon that had once oppressed the ancient mortals. Instead, he felt a deep yearning to explore the resurrection process and gain something from it.

“I’ve said it from the beginning, haven’t I? I am following His Majesty the King’s request to save the crown prince. Of course, it’s not wrong to resolve my personal curiosity in the process. Ultimately, his Majesty will have his wish fulfilled, in whatever form that may be.”

This was also sincere. But Black Wing Duke couldn’t help but raise a question. If the dragon were to revive, even in an incomplete state, it would cause great damage. To this, Ms. Roswell answered with pure curiosity.

“Is there a problem?”

Her question was so innocent and devoid of any malice that the Black Wing Duke was momentarily at a loss for words.

“To remove the transcendent gene that made the crown prince seclude himself, using the original to induce the absorption of the transcendent gene was the only method. And I simply performed the only method as requested by His Majesty the King. What’s wrong with satisfying my minor curiosity through that process?”

Once again, the Black Wing Duke was at a loss for words.

She was right. Fundamentally, the cause of the dragon’s resurrection was the king. In an effort to save the crown prince, the king had spared no means, and Ms. Roswell merely fulfilled the king’s wish, albeit bringing about the extreme consequence of the dragon’s resurrection.

It reminded him of the tales of witches who grant people’s wishes.

Granting wishes in ways entirely different from what the wisher intended—.

However, the difference between witches and Ms. Roswell was that witches were filled with malice, while Ms. Roswell had none.

“Hmm. It’s such an intriguing topic that I got a bit carried away.”


Black Wing Duke was suddenly startled. The presence of intruders, who had been dispatching Ms. Roswell’s children, was already close to the entrance of the forbidden area. But could they reach the forbidden area? Royal blood was needed to enter. Ah, there was Delphina.

“If Her Highness the Princess took the risk, opening the forbidden area wouldn’t be difficult.”

She was right. Even with a faint royal bloodline, the door to the forbidden area could be opened. Delphina, though less significant compared to the crown prince or Alan, was still sufficient to open the door—.

Bang—!!

But the intruders opened the entrance in a way they hadn’t imagined. They broke the entrance of the forbidden area by force. Black Wing Duke thought it was a truly barbaric and extreme method. Khan, that fellow. Regardless of the situation, destroying a place akin to a royal sanctuary was outrageous.

“What? What did you just say…?”

Ms. Roswell’s bewilderment was palpable, and Black Wing Duke felt puzzled by it. He couldn’t tell which part of his thoughts had surprised her.

“Say it again. Who did you say?”

Black Wing Duke tried to recall his earlier thoughts, but his muddled mind wouldn’t allow it. Instead, his consciousness focused on the intruders appearing in the forbidden area’s passage. This was due to Ms. Roswell’s senses, not his own.

And the emotions conveyed confused Black Wing Duke. A faint sense of shock mixed with overwhelming euphoria. Two seemingly incompatible emotions blended together. The person who had forcefully broken the entrance to the forbidden area, cordi Khan, uttered Ms. Roswell’s name with a voice full of trembling.

“Tilly?”

TL’s Corner:

There had been mentions of Tilly before, and now we meet her.
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“Tilly?”

“Yeah, you idiot. Seeing you and Tilly together makes me wonder if you two are planning to set up house or something.”

“You’re talking nonsense.”

“… Did it sound like nonsense?”

“Quite.”

“Heh. I’m not just saying it. Everyone else says the same thing.”

Set up house, my foot.

I ignored his increasing nonsense and glanced over.

“What, are you gonna hit me?”

The guy smiled slyly, trying to look mischievous, but he couldn’t hide the twitching of his eyes from the pain. After all, if you had a hole the size of a head in your abdomen, you’d have to be a barbarian to be fine.

“Kenel.”

“Don’t call me that. It’s creepy… Just call me Jaggy like you usually do, you damned barbarian.”

“… You bastard.”

“Heh.”

Kenel, or Jaggy, was the first companion I made in this ‘Midland.’

Of course, I had teamed up with many others before. However, partnering with medieval folks who saw barbarian as mere targets to exploit usually ended the same way—with someone’s skull split by an axe or a neck broken.

“Heh. Why the long face? You’re already ugly enough. Anyway, I was going to die back then.”

‘Back then’ referred to when I first met Jaggy.

It was the day I went hunting alone, having learned the hard way that you couldn’t trust anyone. I saved Jaggy, who had been abandoned by his comrades and dragged alive into a monster’s lair, and helped him exact his revenge. Naturally, we started traveling together, and before I knew it, we were companions.

“Tch. You look like an orc’s cousin… Just go already! I don’t want to look at your ugly face till I die. If only Tilly were here, at least I’d have a pretty face to look at while dying.”


His grumbling face didn’t show any resentment. That made it harder to know what expression to show. Am I sad now? Not a single tear was falling. I knew without looking in the mirror that there was no expression on my face.

What does Jaggy mean by a long face?

“Alright. Take care, Jaggy.”

“Yeah. If you marry Tilly, pour me a drink.”

“… I’ll think about it.”

I didn’t know. I didn’t know, so I just left.

“Kenel is dead?”

“Yeah.”

“Shit.”

The guy who first spat out a curse at the news of our comrade’s death was Flang, the party’s shield-bearer. Flang, who was roughly my size and had dark skin, was rough but the most affectionate. When our journey ends and we return to the city, he might cry alone.

“How did he die?”

“It was a trap. As soon as we entered a large room, his stomach was pierced by black magic.”

“Kenel, that idiot…”

“Hey! Idiot? How can you say that about a dead comrade! Cheph!”

“What, should I praise him for dying because he couldn’t avoid a trap? You dull Flang?”

“You said enough!”

Even though Flang, who was a head and a half taller, threatened him, cheph sneered at Kenel’s death.

“What? Want to fight?”

“Why not!”

“Stop it. You slowpoke. You can’t even scratch me.”


Cheph’s confidence wasn’t unfounded. There was a reason he was called the flying squirrel. Cheph, who skillfully handled two daggers of different lengths, specialized in mocking his enemies with his swift movements.

But that didn’t seem to matter to Flang, whose rage had clouded his judgment.

“Damn it! Today, one of us is going to die!”

“Fine. I’ll put a hole in your neck…”

“Stop it.”

In the end, it fell on me to break up the fight. With Jaggy gone, there was no one else to take on that role. However, it seemed like Flang and Cheph couldn’t hear my voice. I stomped my foot with all my strength and spoke again.

“Stop.”

The shock was so great that the dark mage’s dungeon trembled, and Flang and Cheph turned their heads. But the still-seething guys grimaced at the sight of my face and backed off.

What the hell is wrong with them?

I was ready to use force if necessary, but they backed off so easily it left me feeling uneasy. Why did they react like that just from seeing my face?

“Is something wrong?”

At that moment, a welcome voice came from deeper within the dark mage’s workshop. It was a clear voice that lightened the heavy atmosphere. Tilly.

Everyone’s eyes, which had been looking in different directions, turned to her simultaneously.

With her eerily dark hair and slightly yellow-tinged eyes, she had features that seemed sculpted by a master artisan and skin so fair it was hard to believe she was a wandering mercenary. She was Tilly Ashanumos, the mage responsible for our party’s firepower and the only woman in the group.

“Tilly.”

“What’s with your expression?”

What’s wrong with my expression?

If the party members weren’t watching, I might have asked that. But it wasn’t the time, so I calmly stated the fact. Jaggy’s death.

“It’s my fault.”

“What nonsense is that?”


“Failing to detect the dark mage’s trap is the fault of the party’s only mage. No matter what anyone says, that doesn’t change. Cheph.”

“Tilly. It’s not your fault. It’s not Kenel’s fault either. This is just… an accident that mercenaries inevitably face.”

Flang’s words were true.

Everything—the party splitting up due to the dark mage’s trap, me and Jaggy being left without magical detection capabilities, Jaggy falling into a trap—was something mercenaries eventually experience. The death of a comrade or even oneself.

But at the same time, it was wrong.

The reason Jaggy died was because of me.

The funeral for Jaggy was simple.

What kind of funeral can you hold with people who don’t even understand why a funeral is necessary? We couldn’t retrieve his body from the dark mage’s dungeon, so we just poured his cherished liquor around the entrance and buried the bottle.

Then we were busy sorting out the spoils from this expedition. The dark mage had considerable wealth and many cursed items that needed to be dealt with by the church, so we were busy running around, and before I knew it, it was night.

After quickly sorting out the items, the party headed to their respective rooms. We had to get up early the next day to move to the next city, so we needed to sleep. But an unexpected visitor made me get up from bed.

It was Tilly.

“You look troubled.”

She started speaking directly, and I responded just as directly: it’s my fault.

“If it’s about Kenel…”

“No, it’s not your fault.”

“Khan.”

“I was the one who decided to take down this dark mage. I was the one who found the clues about him, and I discovered he was researching ancient treasures. All of it was me.”

Specifically, it was knowledge of the future gained from the game that led me to deal with a future named monster. In short, Jaggy’s death was due to my misjudgment.

‘I thought it would be doable.’

His strength came from that ‘ancient treasure’. I figured it would be manageable if he hadn’t finished his research, and I was right. His current strength was something I could handle. But that fact led to Jaggy’s death.

When I first met Jaggy and the others, our strengths were roughly equal, making it hard to determine who was stronger. But as time passed and I reaped the benefits of leveling up, I began to outpace them rapidly. Now, everyone knew I was the strongest in the party.

But no one ever said it out loud.

Excessive dependence ultimately leads to the breakdown of relationships. So, to avoid giving the impression that they relied on Khan for protection, they all pushed themselves. Jaggy was the same, and that led to his death.

“I was afraid of being alone again. It’s laughable.”

Living in relationships with many people in the modern world, it’s not easy to suddenly become a paragon of distrust after being thrown into the middle ages. No matter how much I pretended to be used to solitude, acted like I was fine alone, inside, I was rotting. Isn’t it natural to hold on to connections you find in a world where even kindness is repaid with malice?

Such weak thoughts eventually led to this disaster. So it’s my fault, and we reached the inevitable breakdown.

“I should have disbanded the party the moment the power gap started to widen. It would have been better for me and for us. No, it’s not too late now. I believe you’ll understand me, Tilly.”

“Of course.”

Tilly slowly approached and hugged my head tightly.

“I know you have a goal and that you’re moving towards it. I know that path is very difficult and will become even more dangerous.”

If she was as smart as I thought, she would have noticed long ago that I was seeking ancient knowledge and mythological records. Maybe she even foresaw the current situation…

“Don’t worry.”

She hugged my head, leaning her frail body against me. The sweet scent, reminiscent of flowers, stopped my thoughts, and I didn’t resist. Then she whispered.

“I’ll take care of everything. So you can move forward without hesitation.”

If it were that easy, this wouldn’t have happened, Tilly. Normally, I would have responded that way, but for some reason, I couldn’t speak.

It was just a night when I didn’t want to do anything.

***

I felt unusually refreshed. It was the first time I’d had a sound sleep since arriving in this world. It must mean I was exhausted both mentally and physically. Forcing down a bitter smile that played on my lips, I opened the door and headed downstairs.

Having rented the entire inn, dawdling would mean missing breakfast. More importantly, I needed to have a serious conversation with my party members, so I hurriedly stepped onto the stairs to the first floor.

“……?”

I sensed something strange the moment I arrived at the dining room on the first floor. There was no sign of anyone. Had they already finished eating and left? But it didn’t seem like they had eaten separately.

Huh?

“Blood?”

It was no illusion. The scent of blood coming from the closed dining room was unmistakable.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

My heart began to pound in response to the ominous scent of blood. Yet, my hand, as if drawn by a magnet, pushed open the door, and I had to see with my own eyes what the source of the blood scent was. Flang and Cheph were lying on the floor. Blood pooled around them, staining the wooden floor a deep red and forming a puddle.

‘Why?’

That was my first thought. Why were they lying on the floor when they were fine just yesterday? Did they really have a knife fight? Or were we attacked by mercenaries who held a grudge against us…?

My mind was in chaos when suddenly, the scent of flowers amidst the blood snapped me back to reality. Tilly─!

Thump! Thump! Thump!

My already racing heart now felt like it was going to burst. As I confirmed Tilly standing unharmed beyond the bodies of Flang and Cheph, my excitement subsided, and my heart sank.

“You’re here? Look.”

She smiled brightly, like a child seeking praise for her actions, her hands stained with blood. And at the sight of her blood-soaked hands, I realized why Flang and Cheph had died.

To sever my lingering attachments, Tilly had erased the source of those attachments from this world. And now, she stood before me to eliminate the last remaining attachment.

“Only one thing is left holding you back.”

With the hands that killed Flang and Cheph, she took my hand and smiled.

“Go ahead.”

Kill me.
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“Would I be able to act as usual if I met Tilly again-?”

Far from being overshadowed by such worries, Khan’s emotions were incredibly calm. So much so that even he was surprised.

“Tilly.”

Khan repeated her name once more.

Seeing Tilly’s bewildered expression in response was quite unfamiliar to Khan. She had always been so composed. But that bewilderment didn’t last long. She smiled with her usual expression, as if putting on a mask.

“Khan.”

“… Do they know each other?”

“It seems so.”

As Aries and Leo expressed their confusion upon seeing Khan and the woman, who appeared to be a dark figure, call each other’s names intimately, the two reunited from past ties spoke to each other as if the surrounding conversation didn’t matter.

“You’ve joined hands with the Followers of Truth.”

“Ah.”

When Khan brought up the clue he had discovered by obtaining Draupnir from Wagner earlier, a bright smile appeared on Tilly’s face. It was the reaction after she discovered the presence-exuding magic sword from Khan’s waist.

“Fate is quite mysterious. I didn’t give that meaningless shell to them because it had great significance. But… seeing it in your hands, I can’t help but feel the pull of fate.”

“A dreamer of defying the heavens talks about fate—how amusing.”

“… You’ve realized that much?”

“It was a guess until just now; now I’m certain. About your true identity.”

Tilly smiled quietly, as if waiting for Khan’s response. Khan had an inkling about her true identity on “that night”. The night all the comrades he had first befriended were killed by Tilly. The moment he saw the vertically slit golden dragon eyes, dormant knowledge in his mind struck like lightning.

The number of dragons that survived to the present era could be counted on one hand, and according to the game story, there were exactly two dragons that appeared.

One was the hidden guardian dragon Akadnil, who was practically the center of Midland. He would later sacrifice his life to open the path to the Cradle of the Void, a noble sacrifice. He appeared in Act 8 as a named character who aided the protagonist when the Imperial Capital collapsed.

And the other one…


“The ultimate boss mob who appears in Act 8, burning and tearing apart the Imperial Capital.”

The being that completely shattered this common sense was the final boss of Act 8, who burned and tore apart the Imperial Capital.

Initially born as a lesser dragon, a mere remnant of a true dragon, it defied the laws decreed by the heavens and transformed into a true dragon, the Heaven-Defying Dragon. However, for some unknown reason, it became subjugated to chaos, falling into the role of a harbinger that brought ruin to the world-.

“A monster closer to a true dragon than any other Lesser dragons.”

Drake.

That was the true identity of Tilly Ashanumos.

**

“… Correct.”

“Drake…”

Leo, born of an illustrious noble family, was stunned. It meant that the hidden identity of the beautiful woman before him was indeed surprising. Only Aries and Maya, who didn’t have wide knowledge, tilted their heads in puzzlement.

“Among the countless Lesser dragon species, Drake is one of the rarest to appear. But…”

The reason Leo hesitated was that he had never heard rumors of a Drake transforming into a human. Moreover, such a beautiful woman? Her appearance would be top-ranked even if the Imperial Capital were overturned.

Additionally, the appearance of Drake was precisely described in literature.

“It can easily scale walls in height. Its length from head to tail equals the height of an adult ogre laid down. Covered in dark scales, it has sharp, blade-like carapace on its back that’s hard enough to not be cut by a swordmaster’s skill. Its quad-pedal feet end with three claws sharp enough to pierce any shield.”

Leo remembered the Drake’s description from his family’s library.

“But what about humans—”

“Drake wields magic. The kind that even the Tower’s mages wouldn’t dare consider.”

“That wasn’t in the books!”

“It wouldn’t be. But it’s undoubtedly possible. It’s just not known.”

Everyone present understood the horrific implication hidden in the seemingly kind explanation.


“’Silencing Witnesses’…”

“It’s a lady’s secret.”

Leo stared at the woman’s beautiful face with a stunned expression. She looked no different from a human. But behind that face, a giant monster was hidden? Even though she admitted it, it was hard to accept.

But if he accepted that as the truth, the current situation was far from favorable for them.

“Warrior! Prepare for battle…!”

Such a secret was thoroughly controlled. Would that monster really leave the humans who discovered it alone? Naturally, it meant she intended to eliminate everyone here. Leo took a determined stance, ready to unleash a merciless attack the moment the monster revealed its true form.

However, Leo’s actions were halted by a thick hand placed on his shoulder.

“Warrior?”

“There’s no need for that.”

“What? Why…”

Khan, who had grabbed Leo’s shoulder and pulled him back, walked confidently towards Tilly. His unguarded approach made Maya twitch on her toes, ready to spring at any moment. However, Aries, who was watching the situation with a peculiar look, held back the impatient subordinates.

Receiving the group’s intense gazes on his back, Khan casually walked towards the unconscious Black Winged Lord.

“Did you kill him?”

“I just put him to sleep temporarily. Should I kill him right now if necessary?”

“Let him live. There’s something I need from him.”

“Got it.”

What was going on?

Maya and Leo were dumbfounded by the smooth exchange between the two. The atmosphere had been tense enough to suspect a fight would break out during their first encounter. Now, they were conversing without any hostility, almost naturally. The two subordinates couldn’t help but be confused by such a turn of events.

‘No way. Were they in collusion from the beginning…?’

No, that couldn’t be. Leo quickly dismissed the idea that crossed his mind.


‘The Goddess of Justice wouldn’t have made a mistake.’

Believing that the Goddess of Justice wouldn’t have blessed Khan if he were a traitor, Leo cleared his last bit of doubt. Instead, he recognized that the relationship between the two was extremely complicated. Aries was right to stop their intervention.

“You have some decent companions. I never imagined you’d keep anyone by your side.”

Khan’s fingertips twitched. Hearing her speak of his companions, the one who had killed his first comrades and friends, made him instinctively react. But the trembling of his hand lasted only briefly, and Khan soon regained his composure.

However, the golden dragon eyes didn’t miss that subtle change.

“Don’t misunderstand. I have no intention of taking action like that time.”

“Of course not. You still wish for me to move forward. You wouldn’t want to provoke me unnecessarily and divert my journey off its path.”

Tilly had erased Khan’s comrades from the world for his sake, who was stuck in the past. And she had even offered her own life, which was his biggest regret.

Though Khan couldn’t kill her back then, if he had truly wished, she would have gladly accepted her death. It was a twisted sense of benevolence that couldn’t be understood or should be understood.

But because of that, there were two certain facts.

“You won’t harm us. Because the revival of the Golden Dragon is already beyond intervention. If there had been any chance that my companions or I could be variables, you would have taken action.”

“Yes, that’s correct. The revival of the Golden Dragon is already a foregone conclusion, only a slight delay has been granted. From the moment it crafted its own heart. The King will be able to reclaim his successor as you wished.”

“Of course, it won’t be in the way that the King desired.”

Khan murmured, trying to push away memories of the past, glancing at the pulsating dragon shape, then turned back to Tilly.

“Even if I ask you to die now, you’ll refuse, right?”

“At least, for now. But maybe later… I would gladly do so.”

Of course, he knew the answer. Even later, she would never willingly give up her life.

Part of the reason Khan was driven forward was due to “the regret of not killing her back then,” pushing himself to grow so that he could eventually subdue her.

Still, there was one reason he asked the obvious question. It was to get an answer to the question that always messed up his mind whenever he thought of Tilly.

“Why me? Out of all the people, why did you approach me?”

Tilly’s true purpose was unknown.

Based on future knowledge, she likely wanted to evolve into a true dragon. But her action principle was clear. She demonstrated twisted benevolence by killing Khan’s companions who had tied him to the past.

Maybe it was related to her ‘evolution’. But-

There was no reason it had to be Khan. Back then, Khan was just a fairly strong barbarian warrior, nothing more, nothing less. Yet, Tilly approached him first and devoted quite a bit of time as a party member. Even though nobody asked for it.

“Answer me, Tilly.”

“Will anything change if I do?”

It was a statement rich with meaning.

-It was also a reminder that their relationship had reached a point of no return. Khan knew this fact all too well. Yet, he asked again.

Why was it him?

In response, Tilly, with a familiar smile, answered, “I felt fate. From the very first moment I saw you. No, in a more fundamental sense, I felt a kinship…”

Khan’s eyes widened.

Tilly’s voice, which had been seeping into his ears, was suddenly drowned out by the strange phenomenon emitted by the ‘Dragon’s Form’ that was nearing its complete shape. Although she continued to move her lips as if unaware that her voice was no longer being conveyed, Khan could not hear her words to the very end.

────────!

The Golden Dragon, having completed the reconstruction of its body based on the transcendent essence extracted from the Crown Prince, roared. It was as if announcing its resurrection to the entire world.
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Stretching lazily. No other term came to mind. As the completely manifested golden dragon slowly lifted its massive body, it felt as if a mountains were rising.

“Oh, God…”

A prayer of bewilderment slipped from Leo’s mouth.

Gigantic.

Though it hadn’t even fully stretched out its body, its head touched the high ceiling, prompting the golden dragon to shake its head roughly, as if annoyed. Its membranous wings, still folded, slowly began to spread out, threatening to break through the ceiling at any moment. The most astonishing part was that even with its body curled up, it was difficult to grasp the entirety of the dragon in one glance.

『That alone is not its true form.』

It was the voice of the spirit of resentment.

『Had it been revived in its original body, this narrow cave—no, even the castle walls enclosing this palace—would have been shattered as it rose.』

It seemed improbable that such a gigantic creature could exist and move around freely, but in this damn fantasy world, anything was possible. After all, wasn’t this the horrific world where giants larger than mountains existed? Moreover, Khan, who had transmigrated from another world, was the most unrealistic existence himself, so he didn’t show much surprise.

Instead, he calmly assessed their chances of winning.

『Even if we combine your bizarre skills with my power, piercing the dragon’s heart would be a herculean task. Though it’s incomplete, even scratching its scales would be a challenge.』

The spirit of resentment offered a pessimistic opinion.

“Regrettably, it falls short of my expectations. No matter how transcendent a species, can a fragment of it regain even half of its original status? But to think it could not even gain intelligence…”

In contrast, Tilly expressed disappointment at the revived golden dragon’s strength. Her reaction was only natural. Even the superhumans of the Empire couldn’t easily challenge a Drake’s strength.

“… I don’t feel any divinity. It seems everything was expended on the physical composition.”

“As expected of a Paladin favored by the gods, your senses are exceptional. You’re right. I believed supplementing it with the transcendent gene held by the crown prince would suffice, but it wasn’t enough, and much of the dragon scales’ essence was damaged.”

Tilly smiled faintly and turned her back to the golden dragon, complimenting Aries’ sensitivity.

“But the gene separated from the transcendent might also serve to elevate the physical to transcendence again. If given enough time and many sacrifices, the golden dragon that formed its heart through essence damage might possibly regain its original status. Isn’t the mystery of transcendence amazing?”

“You’re insane! I was crazy to consider you the boss’s former lover even for a moment!”

“Yes?”


“You endangered numerous lives for mere curiosity? You should be fried in dirty water…!”

It was Maya, unleashing her long-sealed coarse speech. Despite knowing her opponent was a monstrous Drake, she didn’t hesitate to spew harsh curses.

So much that even Tilly was taken aback.

“It’s not about fulfilling His Majesty’s wish? Enough of that bullshit! You are a demon. No, utterly irredeemable trash!”

Maya, spitting out curse after curse, suddenly grabbed her spear and pointed it at Tilly. Even Khan could sense a killing intent emanating from her that was reminiscent of the swordsman Kal Elson’s.

However, Tilly lightly ignored the criticism and hostility directed at her. Instead, she clapped her hands joyfully, her eyes sparkling.

“Lover, you say. That’s a pleasant term to hear.”

“What?”

“I like you. Is there anything you desire?”

“You should be fried in sewage, you…!”

Maya’s reaction to Tilly’s words was one of ridicule, as if she was ready to pounce at any moment. However, her spear didn’t reach Tilly. The end of the reprieve had arrived.

“Ah.”

Tilly let out a faint cry.

“You’re awake.”

Kwajak─!

Blood spattered everywhere. Maya’s eyes, filled with murderous intent, wavered. Tilly’s body, which had been chatting with Maya in a carefree tone, was now torn to shreds, leaving no remains. It was an unmistakable death.

『Uh.』

A short, echoing voice resonated against the golden prison walls. Khan’s complexion changed drastically as he shouted. However, his voice was soon overwhelmed by the newly unleashed transcendent will.

『Ga.』

『Ah.』


『Dee.』

It was like the cooing of a newborn baby, and indeed, it wasn’t much different. The golden dragon, which had just completed its physical awakening, opened its massive eyelids and revealed its enormous dragon face. Then, it opened its mouth and let out a sound again.

『Ah.』

『Na.』

『I.』

The meaningless ‘vocalization’ began to take on meaning. The transcendent being’s consciousness, which had been buried for thousands of years, was slowly regaining its wisdom. It was unclear whether this was the true self of the ancient golden dragon, but even a fragment of it was undoubtedly dangerous.

『Golden.』

『King of Gold.』

『Ale.』

Tsuok──!!

Khan unleashed a full-power dash, combining the explosive acceleration from his skills with the wind spirit’s power. In an instant, he closed the distance by several dozen feet and struck his sword at the golden dragon’s forehead.

A huge explosion erupted. Even the ogre’s forehead, which could withstand a powerful blow, was left reeling from the attack. However, the golden dragon didn’t let out a single cry of pain.

This was an ambush with the transcendent power of a superhuman and the curse of the dragon slayer’s sword. At the very least, Khan had planned to expose the dragon’s inner flesh, but he was stunned to find that only a few scales were broken, and his hand was now bleeding profusely.

Despite being one-sidedly thrashed, Khan’s grip on the sword remained firm, and he struck again at the golden dragon’s forehead with the sword now tinged with crimson.

“……!”

A cry of pain he couldn’t suppress finally escaped. No, there was no room to even cry out in pain. Khan spat out the blood pouring from his mouth as he lay on the ground, his focus blurred. His vision was a deep red, making it impossible to determine direction. Someone’s scream echoed in his ears.

“What’s going on?”

With a numb arm, Khan struggled to get up, but he found it difficult to even remember what had happened to him. He was certain he had struck the dragon with his sword, but in the next instant, his body was smashed against the golden prison walls and fell to the ground below.

“Keurk.”

After spitting out the surge that welled up inside, his blurry vision came into focus. He thought his body had recovered, but that wasn’t the case. A pure white light, visible even in the red world, enveloped his body.


“Khan!”

“…What’s with the loud voice?”

It was Aries.

The blessing she cast had restored his body. The healing spell, something only high-ranking priests could perform, reminded him of her existence as an apostle candidate. It was likely due to the power bestowed upon her by the Goddess of Justice.

“That’s enough.”

“But…!”

“This is enough for me to fight again.”

He had thought he was near death, but he felt relieved knowing that it wasn’t severe enough to trigger his indomitable will. Using the cursed sword he never let go of as a staff, Khan stood on his two feet.

As soon as his recovery was complete, he could clearly recall what had struck him just moments ago.

The front paw of the golden dragon had hit him, swinging wildly like a baby’s tantrum. However, the power was enough to drive a barbarian with a stamina stat nearing 50 to the brink of death. Moreover, the speed was unreactable, faster than any opponent he had faced until now.

‘Damn. That’s insane.’

His agility stat wasn’t that low, yet he couldn’t even react late?

『… Golden dragons have always been known for their exceptional speed, even in the distant past. That beast knew it well, thus it didn’t mingle with its kin, attacking mortals across the continent to hoard wealth. That accumulated wealth in turn became its strength. By the end of its life, it earned the moniker of the Golden Dragon.』

Tell me these things earlier, bastard.

Ignoring the spirit of vengeance’s protest that it had just remembered, Khan wiped away the blood on his face but gave up upon realizing his entire body was blood-stained.

“Shit. This is daunting.”

He had used all his power, intending to split its skull, but merely managed to pluck off some scales. This meant that even a normal attack couldn’t scratch it. What about the others?

‘They can’t even scratch it.’

It was impossible to even clash with the golden dragon. Perhaps, if the blessings from the Goddess of Justice exerted their power, they might save their lives. But actual combat seemed unlikely. The only thing that might help was…

“That thing from last time, can you still use it?”

Aries nodded. However, she added that the resonance was deeper than before, making it barely maintainable for a short while.

“Then, during that brief period, it’s possible to wound it?”

“Maybe.”

“Even that’s uncertain…”

Even with ‘Descent,’ they had neither a sure chance of victory nor a certain possibility of wounding it. It was nearly impossible to inflict a critical wound on the Golden Dragon. Among all the battles they had faced, this was the most overwhelming despair.

Even among the existing dragons, the youngest, the empire’s guardian dragon, surpassed the transcendent beings drifting in the void. That guardian dragon couldn’t surpass the prime Golden Dragon. The guardian dragon was a hatchling, while the resurrected, albeit damaged, Golden Dragon was an ancient dragon, older than any other.

A dragon’s strength is determined at birth, and for those of the same level, only their prowess increases with time. Even an imbecile could gain strength over the years it lived.

‘This one’s an ancient dragon; if it regains its full power…’

It can’t be stopped.

The transcendent beings that could oppose it were mostly trapped in the void cradle by a pact with the emperor. The few free transcendent beings would leisurely let the world fall apart, so they weren’t much help.

Khan thought of the seeds he had planted in the magic tower through Jerome, but even that seemed uncertain.

In the end, they had to stop it here. As Tilly had said, if the Golden Dragon regained its true power, the continent would be doomed without resistance. Before he could even return to Earth.

‘Damn. Nothing else we can do; if we don’t want to die, we have to fight.’

As Khan steeled his resolve,

『Kragak. I. Gold. Grk. Take all. Dadadada!』

The enigmatic voice from the Golden Dragon’s mouth marked the start of the full-scale hunt.

A desperate hunt, without even a glimmer of hope.
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Huuuh. Huh!”

“Princess! Please hold on a little longer…!”

Maxim, carrying the panting Princess Delphina on his back, who looked as though she might lose control at any moment, was determined to escape the royal castle as quickly as possible. The mysterious energy emanating from the castle was agitating her. Once outside, his plan was to regroup with Captain Aser and gather the castle’s forces to reclaim the citadel.

But his plans were halted by another obstacle.

“S-s-Sir Maxim. Stop…!”

“P-Princess?!”

Delphina, who had been unconscious and breathing heavily, suddenly gripped Maxim’s shoulder with terrifying strength, urging him to stop immediately. Shocked by the unbelievable strength from her frail fingers that dented his armor’s shoulder, Maxim quickly set her down in a secluded spot.

“Your Highness. Are you alright?”

“…I wish I could say I am, but I’m not.”

Despite her sorrowful smile, Delphina’s face was still marked by vivid, pulsating veins—proof that she was exerting every effort to suppress her bloodline’s rampage. Maxim, understanding this, hardened his expression.

“Don’t make that face. I can hold on.”

“Princess, we should get far away from the castle immediately…”

“No. We mustn’t run away, Maxim.”

Maxim flinched at Delphina’s firm refusal.

“The events unfolding in the castle are likely a continuation of His Majesty’s efforts to cure my brother. This is our original sin. Someone must take responsibility.”

“Your Highness, that’s…”

“Maxim, even though I’m just a half-wit who couldn’t properly inherit the bloodline. I am still a member of the royal family. If not me, then who? Besides, something inside me is telling me: there is no safety anywhere.”

Maxim, unsure of what to say, kept his mouth shut.

Having served Delphina since childhood, he knew that sometimes she displayed a maturity that was alien to her age. Previously, he marveled at her exceptional royal lineage, but seeing her suffer from it now left his heart conflicted.

“We can’t hide and scheme anymore. It was fun feeling like a villain, though.”


“Understood. In exchange, I will lay down my life to protect you. If there’s danger, abandon me. With His Majesty and the Crown Prince’s fates uncertain, you must be preserved.”

“… I will.”

Her response came after a brief silence. Maxim could easily guess that Delphina wouldn’t follow through with it. That strengthened his resolve even more. If someone had to die, he would ensure it was him first.

“Sir Maxim.”

“Captain Aser.”

At that moment, Aser, who had left to regroup the scattered Royal Guards along with the black-winged warrior, returned.

“I greet Her Highness the Princess─!”

Alongside the Royal Guards, the kingdom’s shield and final bastion.

“I greet Her Highness the Princess──!”

In unison, the Royal Guards, who had arrived around Delphina and knelt with their heads bowed, proclaimed their loyalty loudly, echoing throughout the castle grounds.

Excluding those swayed by Prince Alan and the palace steward, the Royal Guards present were the genuine protectors, devoting themselves solely to protecting the royal bloodline. Their presence was like an impenetrable wall. If faced with the threat of death, they would willingly lay down their lives.

“Lucia de Negras and 17 others, assembled on the captain’s order. Please, give your command.”

“Good.

With a face twisted in pain, Delphina lifted the corners of her mouth into a smile and turned towards the castle.

“Due to the errors of the royal family, an unprecedented disaster is about to strike. However, heroic figures from foreign lands have boldly stepped forward to avert this. How can we proudly say we are not ashamed?”

Knights are those who vow to live their lives for loyalty and honor. Among them, the Royal Guards are those who have devoted their lives to becoming the shield of the royal family. The realization that they were unable to function properly during internal strife brought them immense shame and anger.

“I… No, I do not wish to be the shameless one who stands by while foreigners resolve the kingdom’s original sin. And neither do you, do you?”

The restrained determination emanating from the Royal Guards was sharpened like a single blade.

The regal authority that Delphina began to exude had them all completely captivated. The talents that had been hidden were now blossoming through the process of her bloodline’s rampage. Everyone was entranced, unable to look away from Delphina.

“We will restore the kingdom with our own strength. If we can achieve that, today will be the cornerstone of a greater kingdom.”


Her quietly spoken words dominated the dozen or so knights.

***

Yes, let’s fight-.

Though deciding to fight didn’t mean immediate combat could commence. Given the formidable opponent, a resurrected ancient dragon, it was crucial to proceed cautiously. Khan quickly surveyed the sacred grounds where the battle would take place.

The royal sanctuary was quite expansive, resembling an ordinary baseball stadium in size and shape. However, the golden dragon, with its massive body, occupied half of the circular space. The remaining half was the only area where the party could move freely. Yet, if the golden dragon decided to rampage and demolish the entire area, even that would feel inadequate.

‘It’s better to launch a proactive offensive.’

Above all, the dragon’s speed was an issue. With its huge body and explosive acceleration, it could generate lethal force. Limiting the dragon’s movements with aggressive attacks seemed prudent. Thus, it was essential to strictly separate and assign attack and defense roles.

“Can you play shield? Little fellow.”

“Of course.”

“As long as the blessings bestowed by the Goddess of Justice are maintained, I won’t fall easily.”

Believing that Aries could withstand the golden dragon’s forepaw, Khan ordered Maya to accumulate power in her spear until the blessing wore off. If necessary, he considered using her spear himself.

『Feel it.』

Just as the golden dragon began to lift its belly off the ground, the fight resumed.

Khan and Aries accelerated almost simultaneously towards the dragon’s snout. The golden dragon, seemingly indifferent to their presence, rolled its eyes towards the ceiling. It was as if they were of no concern.

Of course, such arrogance was natural. If the dragon possessed hardness that only scratched its surface despite Khan’s full-strength strike, the claws of mere mortals wouldn’t even register. Khan didn’t take it as a blow to his pride.

He would merely prove his point.

‘Unleash it now.’

As the spirit of vengeance’s thought akin to a sigh escaped, flames sparked in Khan’s eyes. The blazing fire began to spread throughout his body, burning him from the inside out. Unable to do anything but grit his teeth through the agonizing pain, he swung his sword. The curse of dragon-slaying etched a red trail in the air, following the Antares’ Sword Technique.

Splat!

Scales covering a part corresponding to a human’s shoulder blade shattered and scattered. Not just a few scales but a markedly deep sword wound that left noticeable gaps. In response, the golden dragon swung its other arm with a bizarre sound.


It was the claw of an ancient dragon that had ruthlessly torn apart ancient civilized nations. Before such absolute physical power, which even past grand mages couldn’t easily defend against, the two paladins advanced, scattering pure white light. The paladins, with their pure white swords and shields, clashed with the golden dragon’s claw.

The shock was deafening. It was a strike that had previously nearly killed Khan.

But, thanks to the blessings from the Goddess of Justice, the two paladins stood firm like deeply-rooted trees. Though their hands gripping their weapons felt like they might break, they succeeded in creating an opening.

Thud!

Khan’s form, which had just sheared the scales near the wing base, now aimed for the dragon’s wing joint. Who knows if it would try to break through the ceiling and escape if the situation became unfavorable? First, its mobility had to be destroyed.

There was no better opportunity. The golden dragon, likely due to the aftereffects of its resurrection, hadn’t regained its full consciousness. It was merely reacting reflexively and not attacking proactively.

‘At the very least, this one wing…!’

With the power of the blood magic activated, augmented strength was infused into the blow. The dragon must have sensed the mortal clinging to its body. But trusting Aries and Leo, he didn’t bother defending and struck mercilessly.

Crunch!

He plunged the sword into a previously exposed spot, then twisted his waist. He intended to completely sever the wing base and the wing itself. However, contrary to expectations, the dragon’s body was incredibly tough. The unimaginable resilience nearly broke his wrist, but missing this opportunity was not an option.

Crack. As the sword cut halfway through the wing joint, smashing the resistance,

『Screech─!』

The golden dragon’s pupils, roaming around the ceiling, dilated. It was a clear abnormal reaction. Aries and Leo, who were drawing the dragon’s attention near its head, quickly assumed defensive stances. However, the dragon’s response far exceeded their expectations.

“Princess…! Move!”

A mountain arose. The colossal body of the fully upright golden dragon cast a massive shadow within the sanctuary. Khan’s eyes filled with shock as he realized the dragon was raising its entire enormous body.

Leo’s warning aside, his combat instincts screamed a dire warning. If he didn’t move, he would be crushed immediately!

‘…Damn it!’

Since acquiring his combat foresight, Khan had never ignored the signals it sent. The reason being that the warnings from the skill always manifested into a real and tangible threat to him. But now, he couldn’t afford to heed it. This was the first and last chance. If he missed this opportunity, he might have to face the golden dragon flying in the sky. On the other hand, just running away wasn’t a viable option either.

Crack!

Ignoring the risk of dislocating his wrist, Khan forcibly pushed through the recoil and severed two-thirds of the dragon’s wing.

『Got it!』

A psychic wave carrying a barely discernible yet clear meaning reverberated throughout the sanctuary. Immediately, the dragon lowered its legs slightly. Even an idiot could tell what that movement presaged.

“Princess!”

“Grab the Black Wing Duke and follow─!”

Shouting towards his comrades, the moment Khan completely severed the golden dragon’s wing, the dragon let out a silent roar and leapt towards the ceiling.

Boom─!!!
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『I-I-I-I. Ibu-ru-ru-ru!』

With one wing severed, the golden dragon soared. To be precise, it leaped so high with terrifying jumping power that it seemed to be flying. The massive body and explosive acceleration, combined with the hard scales, cracked the ceiling of the sanctuary in a resounding crash, leading to its collapse.

But the golden dragon didn’t stop there. It forcibly pushed through the crumbling stone walls and continued to ascend towards the ground from the underground sanctuary. Khan, who couldn’t dismount in time after cutting off its wing, could only cling to its scales and brace for the impact.

‘This crazy bastard…!’

He had already deployed the “Mark of the Abyss” shield at the first collision. Fortunately, the recharge rate had recently improved, leaving him with some reserves. The issue was the golden dragon, which kept ramming its body upwards.

Boom!

Khan, following the endlessly ascending golden dragon as if gravity acted in reverse, was at risk of being crushed to death at any moment. Even though Khan possessed a physique different from ordinary humans, there were limits.

‘At this rate…!’

Desperately hoping the “Mark of the Abyss” wouldn’t run out before the ceiling collision ended, he curled his body to minimize the shield’s area and endured. Finally, the golden dragon, which had completely destroyed the underground of the citadel, burst through to the ground. Luckily, there was still some energy left in the “Mark of the Abyss.”

Relieved, Khan tried to move to assess the situation, but the golden dragon defied logic once again.

『Dah-dah-dah! Come with me!』

The dragon unleashed a psychic wave as it vigorously flapped its lone remaining wing, taking off with explosive acceleration that left Khan’s vision blurred. It was as if the dragon was mocking him, saying the severed wing was irrelevant.

Rumble…

A strong wind hit Khan’s face as he retracted the “Mark of the Abyss.”

Holding tightly onto the dragon’s scales with both hands, he looked down to see the entire view of the castle. No matter how superhuman, there was no way to survive from such a height. While a mage might find a way, a barbarian had no such option.

‘After dealing with this beast, I need to get a flying artifact.’

But first, he had to figure out how to handle the golden dragon.

He knew this moment was the best chance to hunt the golden dragon. If missed, the fully empowered transcendent creature could ravage the entire continent. Yet, the overwhelming sense of uncertainty was inevitable.

He knew he had to take it down, but how? Even if using an A-rank skill could yield substantial results, he couldn’t waste it without certainty. Setting up a definite plan to finish the beast with a skill was the proper approach. The problem was that the task seemed dauntingly far off.

‘Does it not feel pain?’


Despite having an entire wing sheared off, it didn’t react much. In fact, it soared higher as if wings were unnecessary. Unlike the cases in the eighth act where destroying parts of draconic monsters limited their flight patterns, this one showed significantly different behavior.

『The body is merely an empty shell. No matter how devoid of reason it may be, an ancient dragon is still an ancient dragon. If the goal is to disable its flight ability, the only thing to do is to cover the sky with a veil of spells.』

‘You’re talking nonsense….’

『It was possible, which is why that thing died and was resurrected into its current state, isn’t it?』

Well, if they experimented by capturing transcendent beings with non-transcendent bodies, nothing would be impossible. It wouldn’t be fair to classify the ancient grand mages and current grand mages as equals. Even Alpha, who had become a minion of the void, had remarked on the decline of mages’ standards.

‘Regardless, if it’s possible, that would be the surest method.’

The problem was whether there was a mage capable of such a feat in this remote kingdom. Even with Witch of Loren, Ludmilla, it wouldn’t be an easy task. If there was any possibility…

‘If it’s Tilly’s magic, there might be a chance.’

The only possibility Khan could think of was shockingly Tilly, who had just been crushed to death under the golden dragon’s foot. Even though he had clearly witnessed her death, he was convinced Tilly was still alive.

Judging her dead was the obvious and reasonable conclusion. The Tilly who had been in the sanctuary was not some magical clone but a definite physical entity. However, Khan had encountered the “draconic mage” from the future.

‘There’s no way she’s dead.’

Compared to ordinary drakes, Tilly was markedly different. It was likely the result of mastering something different from the spells used by current mages—possibly ancient spells. The Tilly he had partied with before, and the true form of the draconic mage Tilly Ashanumos, were entirely different entities.

However, practically relying on her help was difficult. And he shouldn’t.

‘You never know when she might stab me in the back.’

Her true intentions were still a mystery.

Even her approach had been vague with talks about fate and such. Until he could accurately grasp her motives, he couldn’t afford to send even a shred of trust her way. Seeking help from the very person who caused this chaos was just nonsense.

In the end, as always. When pushed to the ultimate limit, the only thing one can rely on is one’s own strength.

In the brief moment, Khan, who had pieced together the fragmented information in his mind to derive the best move, slowly began to stand up while holding onto the scales with one hand.

‘It might not work, but….’

There’s no other choice.


To survive-.

***

The seemingly endless ascent came to an abrupt end right after the golden dragon unleashed a bizarre psychic wave. The creature, which had been repeatedly broadcasting the phrase “I I I”, finally completed an almost perfect sentence.

『Indeed… majestic─!』

As the golden dragon’s head turned and it adjusted its balance, Khan staggered but managed to stand firm on both feet, utilizing the barbarian’s unique sense of balance.

Considering he was in mid-air, holding onto a scale with one hand and the cursed sword with the other, his balance was indeed superhuman. There was no logical reason to endure such a precarious position, but Khan did it anyway.

‘Piercing its heart is difficult.’

Swinging his sword in this state wouldn’t yield its full power. Even at full strength, it would be challenging, and piercing its heart without both feet on the ground was impossible. However, there was a single vulnerable spot that could be targeted even in this situation.

Among the dragon scales that protect their body, there is a core where an extraordinary amount of energy is concentrated. The “reverse scale” often featured in fantasy media is exactly that. Although it was a dragon reborn in an incomplete state, the general structure would be akin to other dragons, even if its size and strength were different. Naturally, it would also have a reverse scale.

‘I’ve noted its location.’

Khan had observed the presence of a uniquely substantial and tangible scale before the golden dragon fully regained its physical form. He was convinced that the large chunk the Argon royal family possessed was the reverse scale.

‘If I can target the reverse scale while it’s distracted…?!’

As Khan slowly aimed to move towards the golden dragon’s head, he noticed the flow of troops gathering inside the royal castle. The previously panicked soldiers were now converging in an orderly fashion. In the center of it all, Delphina, with an aura markedly different from before, was looking up at the golden dragon dominating the sky.

And then he realized. The meaning behind the golden dragon’s repeated words.

‘Damn it…!’

If the golden dragon descended now, it would be an absolute catastrophe.

Whether they could stop it or not was secondary; what mattered was preventing this half-formed lizard from heading towards Delphina’s vicinity.

‘The golden dragon plans to absorb Delphina’s transcendent gene!’

If that happens, the already monstrous creature will become even stronger, and that’s crystal clear. Naturally, it must be stopped. But how? No matter how you think about it, the dragon reaching Delphina is faster than Khan heading towards the beast’s reverse scale near its maw. And redirecting the massive creature by force seemed impossible.

Though overwhelmed with a sense of helplessness, Khan’s eyes lit up with determination.


‘If the mind doesn’t work, use the body.’

Instead of moving forward aiming for the reverse scale, Khan crouched securely on the dragon’s back. The rapidly descending golden dragon still did not react to Khan’s movements, entirely focused on reclaiming its “transcendent gene.”

Khan had personally experienced how sturdy the dragon’s body was. His existence might be no more than a slightly annoying bug or mosquito to the golden dragon. That thought brought a dry chuckle to his lips. Despite growing strong enough to fight demonic incarnations, he was still insignificant against true transcendents.

‘Yeah, this is what a Midland quest is about.’

Midland quests were notorious for making players overcome extreme power inflation with sheer skill, a hard-core gaming style. Even for veteran players, keeping up with the enemies’ growth was nearly impossible.

Although he thought he had grown stronger by overcoming various trials, it was far from enough. Khan felt this deeply. If he failed to return to Earth, he would endlessly face such monsters in the future. Ultimately, he would have to battle great demons descending through the grand demonic realm.

Whirr-whirr-whirr!

The harsh wind made it seem as though his skin was stretching. The dragon’s flight speed defied common sense, and if it were at its peak, it would probably be even faster.

‘Not yet.’

However, it couldn’t maintain this speed indefinitely.

The golden dragon’s goal was to fully absorb Delphina’s transcendent gene to regain its strength. It would inevitably maintain altitude and glide horizontally at some point to secure her safely. It wouldn’t want to crash into the ground and crush everything.

Khan’s opportunity lay in that very moment.

‘Just a bit more.’

The faces of people that had appeared tiny as dots were now distinguishably close. But it still wasn’t enough. To achieve the best result with a single action, he had to endure until the last possible moment.

Pashantu screamed something. As the soldiers formed a formation and drew closer, the guards scattered in frantic retreat. Knights, resigned to unwanted deaths, showed a glimmer of despair. Their ever-changing visages in those fleeting moments felt like watching a grand tableau.

Until then, Khan endured.

‘Almost…!’

And then, the awaited moment arrived.

Rising from his crouched position, he momentarily released his grip on the scales. In the seemingly elongated stretch of time that keenly heightened his senses, he fully controlled his body being pushed backward and activated his skill.

There was just one chance.

With this single attempt, he would thrust the ancient dragon that once ruled the skies into the muck!

『Surging Strength』

A strength surpassing even that of superhumans surged through his entire body, and the flames awakened by the blood magic flared up in response, growing even fiercer. A power so immense it made him uncertain if he could control it.

He poured all that power into a single lunge.

Crack──!!!
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“It’s a dragon…! A dragon has appeared─!”

The identity of the giant golden mass that had broken through the citadel quickly spread. Even though it was floating high in the sky, its immense size made it unmistakable as a dragon. Naturally, the troops gathering under Delphina’s orders fell into chaos.

Despite the Royal Guards and royal knights raising their voices to calm them, the confusion did not subside easily.

“Your Highness!”

Aser quickly made his way to the now immobile Delphina, thinking she had gone berserk again and intending to take her away. However, contrary to Aser’s thoughts, Delphina was not in a state of rampage. She was simply frozen in shock.

“What the hell… Is that the boss…?”

“Boss? What do you mean! Thief!”

“Not thief, it’s Alejandro, never mind that. Can’t you see, knight? That human clinging to the dragon’s back. That’s clearly the chief!”

Maxim looked up as Alejandro pointed out, and Aser, with a skeptical expression, stared intently at the dragon’s back. Then he realized what Alejandro was talking about.

‘Is it really…?’

It wasn’t entirely clear because the dragon’s massive body blocked much of the view, but it was evident that someone was riding on the dragon’s back.

Aser was astonished, just like Delphina and the balding thief beside her. While one might expect such audacity from someone of Delphina’s bloodline, how could this ridiculous thief…

“Warrior Pashantu!”

“Hm.”

While Aser and Maxim shared the same doubt, Delphina called for Pashantu, who had stayed by her side. Upon recognizing the prearranged signal, Pashantu took a deep breath. And then…

“Prepare for battle──!”

It was a somewhat awkward but clearly a ‘War Cry’ of a barbarian. The troops, who had been in a state of confusion, were caught off guard by the shout and began to gather around Princess Delphina. Following the ensuing orders to form a defensive formation, they organized themselves as if they had been trained for this scenario in no time.

It was a formation that even the fiercest beast would find difficult to break through. Yet, their opponent was a monster far beyond human capabilities.

『──────!』

The dragon floating in the sky let out a roar and dove like an arrow towards the center of Delphina’s formation.


The Royal Guards’ angry shouts echoed.

Protect the princess at all cost!

As they shouted, hundreds of gathered soldiers raised their voices in unison, mirroring the same cry.

Protect Her Highness!

However, despite their fierce resolve, as the golden dragon drew closer, more soldiers started to retreat in fear. The reality of what they were trying to stop dawned on them. Charging against a monstrous creature the size of a palace would only result in them being crushed like meat.

Even the esteemed knights would be helpless in front of such a monster!

“Ahhhh…! We’re going to die!”

“Run away──!”

“Damn it! Boss, you bastard! If you’re going to die, do something─!”

The formation fell apart.

The pretense of loyalty as royal guards and the allegiance bought with money meant nothing before a transcendent being resurrected from millennia past. As the soldiers composing the formation fled, only the knights bound by their oath remained to protect Princess Delphina.

Delphina saw it all.

The fear and despair in the knights’ eyes, and the feeling of resentment.

‘Ah.’

Delphina resigned herself. No matter the means, stopping that unreal monster’s charge was impossible. She also realized that no matter where she ran, the monster would follow her. The only way she could save the soldiers and knights was to face death with dignity.

‘If I die, the others might escape…!’

Delphina, instinctively understanding that the dragon’s goal was something inherent in her bloodline, was half-resigned to death. Through her unnaturally clear vision since the last rampage, she saw Khan’s actions clearly atop the dragon’s back.

He suddenly released his grip on the scales and moved with speed that seemed isolated from time, lifting his foot. That happened as the golden dragon reached mere moments from Delphina’s face, at its most vulnerable.

“Everyone…! Prepare for battle!”

Unconsciously, Delphina shouted at the knights.


However, before she could fully articulate her order, a figure had already charged ahead.

『Karyanis─!!』

Moving with the speed of a leopard despite her size, Pashantu pushed through the fleeing soldiers and charged towards the dragon. Simultaneously, Khan’s powerful stomp struck the dragon’s back.

Boom……!

Crash────!

The dragon was slammed into the ground.

The arrogant ancient dragon that had ruled the skies since ancient times and enslaved the continent’s mortals to hoard gold. Areolus’s massive body couldn’t withstand the force from Khan’s stomp and was driven down, breaking the earth and creating a crater.

Everyone who witnessed it up close was struck with disbelief.

The majority of the royal guards hadn’t even recognized the person riding the dragon. The knights weren’t much different, only the few people near Princess Delphina had recognized Khan’s presence.

But whether they knew Khan or not, their reactions were the same.

“Un…believable.”

The vice-captain of the Royal Guards, Lucia, gasped.

Clinging to the dragon’s scales and enduring in the sky until the end was already an incredible feat, a life-risking adventure.

‘He stomped the dragon into the ground?’

Seeing it firsthand was hard to believe. No, it was unbelievable. She couldn’t even fathom the mechanism behind such a feat. Even with her being one of the kingdom’s top knights, she couldn’t understand the technique Khan had used. Just how high a level must one reach to perform such an astonishing act?

Of course, it wasn’t some intricate martial technique as Lucia might have thought. It was simply overwhelming brute strength that defied common sense.

‘When the body fails, the head takes the brunt.’

At the moment of collision, Khan minimized the impact with a leap skill and twisted his body. In the past, using “Surging Strength” would have rendered him unable to continue the fight, but now, with his stamina nearly matching his strength, that was no longer the case. Moreover, with Aries present, he had no immediate concern about exhausting himself to the limit.

In short, he no longer had to worry about his previously debilitating weakness, his stamina. And while the effect of “Surging Strength” had not yet entirely faded, he needed to accumulate as many effective strikes as possible.

“Ahahaha!”


Luckily, Pashantu, whether having sensed Khan’s intent or just wanting to fight, rushed at the toppled dragon, slashing at it wildly. Though her strength wasn’t enough to inflict significant damage on the dragon, her constant attacks acted like pesky gnats, becoming increasingly troublesome.

“Protect the kingdom─!”

“For Her Highness──!!”

The knights’ auras lit up the dark night. Just as the golden dragon, still dazed, began moving towards Delphina, the royal protectors took action. The dragon, now on the receiving end of multiple attacks, staggered. Even the overwhelming barrage of auras couldn’t bring the dragon to its knees — such was its relentless will.

The golden dragon stubbornly took a step towards Delphina.

『Interfere, die!』

For the first time, the dragon, annoyed by the pests, showed signs of countering. This was precisely when Khan, twisting mid-air with his cursed sword, intervened.

『Antares Arcane Swordsmanship (B)』

Crack!

A red comet descended. The red energy, a result of the dragon-slaying curse, engulfed Khan’s entire body as he slashed, deeply penetrating the dragon’s neck. The damage was severe enough to be considered fatal to any normal creature. However, the golden dragon was a transcendent being, deemed almost perfect.

『Interfere, die!』

It was as if it felt nothing. No, it seemed as though the wound had awakened its mind, making its psychic wave clearer. The golden dragon’s eyes, burning with rage and determination, stared directly at Khan.

“Alright, you damn lizard. Let’s do this.”

The wind spirit’s blessing enveloped Khan. The blessing, now stronger than before, increased his agility stat as if cheering him on in his reckless challenge. As the effect of “Surging Strength” waned, his rapidly decreasing stamina partially recovered thanks to the healing magic from the Pantheon church.

At the same time, a pure white sword struck down like lightning onto the golden dragon’s head.

『Traitor’s Power!』

Aries’s ‘Punishment Sword’ struck, causing the dragon to stagger for the first time. She bore the power of the Goddess of Justice, a particularly mighty god among the divine. The dragon, stepping back for the first time, was pushed into retreat.

Joining in, the nation’s elite, numbering in the dozens, relentlessly struck the dragon’s scales with their auras. It seemed they might just push it back. As more and more voices shared the sentiment that the dragon was surprisingly manageable given its size,

『Krk.』

Despair manifested.

It happened in the blink of an eye. Blood and flesh scattered around the golden dragon. Knights clad in special armor engraved with protective spells and guarded by their auras were suddenly turned into chunks of meat.

“Wha-?”

A knight, belatedly realizing the death of his comrades, uttered in his last breath.

The claws of the golden dragon, Areolus, known for its exceptional speed even in ancient times, swept in all directions. No shield could withstand the dragon’s claws. With each blink, the number of knights visibly dwindled.

“Fall back…!”

Aser cried out, blood from his heart. In less than a few seconds, more than half of his comrades had met a futile death. The most significant issue was that they couldn’t even see how they died clearly.

Thus, an invisible death swept over them. No one dared approach the golden dragon surrounded by a storm of death. They turned their backs and fled with all their might. Instead of resisting, they offered prayers to the heavens.

Only one barbarian stepped forward. As Khan prepared to leap, he saw a vision of scales heavily tipped on one side. One side was the golden dragon’s, and the other was his own, which Khan instinctively understood.

It was as if the imbalance claimed he could never defeat the golden dragon. Despite this, Khan advanced. And the goddess, recognizing the courage of a warrior who advanced even in the face of certain death, responded.

『Scales of Courage』

The heavily tipped scales were balanced.

『Agility: 37 -> 50』
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The world that had surrounded him until now changed completely. It wasn’t just an illusion that made him feel like he was walking a different time axis alone.

The royal guards appeared almost frozen. The royal knights seemed to crawl like turtles, and the Royal Guard members moved only a bit faster.

Maya stayed still, waiting for an opportunity to act; Pashantu, although slow, was the quickest to act; and Leo, who had intended to assist Aries with a shield, moved sluggishly, his astonished eyes fixed on Khan.

‘Ah.’

Khan realized.

The Scales of Courage provided just enough balance to make a fight possible. The increased agility stat wasn’t at the level of the golden dragon Areolus, but it was enough to contend with its speed. The laws of the world had been interfered with to their limit, leveling the playing field to some degree.

『Agility: 50』

Thus, he reached a realm unknown to him until now—a place he might reach in the distant future, or perhaps not so distant at all.

‘I can see it.’

He could see the true nature of the vortex of death the golden dragon was unleashing.

It was controlling natural mana, sharpening it like blades and spinning it in a vortex. This was a method entirely beyond the confines of normal magic, an extralegal technique that interferes with the world’s rules to create phenomena.

This power was not permitted to mere mortals but was reserved for those who had reached the realm of transcendence. The golden dragon wielding such power signified something profound.

『You.』

A psychic wave, incredibly clear, reached him. It was the golden dragon.

As soon as Khan recognized this, his eyes met those of the dragon.

『What are you?』

It was no longer the creature that had lost its intellect. For some reason, it now had a clear sense of self and had partially released the power it possessed as a transcendent being.

As he realized this, an overwhelming will began to bear down on Khan. The will of a transcendent being can create physical phenomena. In this highly accelerated realm, the dragon intended to crush Khan’s mind and kill him. This was a one-sided violence, an inevitable death for a mortal, as it began to consume Khan’s soul.

But Khan was immune to such tactics.

“What am I? A barbarian, you bastard─!”


Khan, accelerating once more even in this extreme realm, forced his way into the vortex of deadly blades created by the golden dragon Areolus.

『How?』

The dragon’s confusion was clear through its psychic wave.

To withstand the will of a transcendent being unflinchingly and even attempt a counterattack?

This was something only those who had taken a step beyond the realm of superhumans, those about to touch the gateway to transcendence, could achieve—yet this lowly mortal had done it.

Areolus’s dragon eyes sparkled as it tried to pierce through Khan’s soul. Even though it had been resurrected in an incomplete state, the power to see through the essence of existence was a dragon’s ability before it was a transcendental power. Areolus aimed to analyze and break down the entity known as Khan.

But nothing could be seen.

Even other transcendents couldn’t completely hide from the dragon’s eyes. Yet, from this mortal, nothing was visible. This meant that a highly transcendent entity was protecting him.

No, it was more than that!

This was the work of a being of an even higher dimension…!

Areolus could no longer continue its thoughts. It was as if someone had forcibly severed the thread of its thoughts. Why?

“Die───!”

The vortex of blades was penetrated. First, this arrogant mortal must be dealt with! Realizing this, Areolus once again interfered with the natural mana to create a phenomenon. Dozens of invisible, intangible swords materialized and rushed forward.

Kagagagagak!

Slash, cut, stab. Khan countered the intangible swords with just three movements: slashing, cutting, and stabbing. His actions seemed exceedingly reckless.

A sword held in human hands is inherently limited in its trajectory and path. Areolus, who had slaughtered countless swordmasters in the past, realized this early on and developed intangible swords to kill those who wielded blades.

Intangible swords have no directional restrictions. They can change their spacing, speed, and trajectory freely according to Areolus’s will, making them more threatening than any conventional swordsmanship. The pure, concentrated mana in its rawest form makes it nearly impossible for a human body to bear their weight.

Areolus, who had massacred hundreds, thousands, perhaps even more swordmasters who had delved into the ultimate principles of the sword, was confident.

Of course, his current power was less than a quarter of his peak. However, the pitiful creature before him was far below the level of those he had faced in his prime!

Slash! Clang! Crack!


Khan’s cursed sword seemed to split and multiply to counter the omnipresent, multi-directional intangible swords coming at him from all directions with different speeds and paths. Each slash from Khan’s sword produced three successive strikes, and each thrust pierced through multiple intangible swords simultaneously.

Yet, it wasn’t enough. The frequency of the intangible swords cutting into Khan’s body steadily increased. Areolus smirked and conjured even more intangible swords.

‘…Cut the one from behind, deflect the upper-right, let the front one hit the shoulder to offset the one from the left.’

In this slowed-down world, even his thought process seemed accelerated. All distractions faded away, leaving only the approaching waves of sword strikes. Gradually, the number of hits Khan took from the intangible swords began to decrease.

『Antares Arcane Swordsmanship (B) – 89.8%』

『Antares Arcane Swordsmanship (B) – 90.3%』

『Antares Arcane Swordsmanship (B) – 91.4%』

.

.

.

『Antares Arcane Swordsmanship (B) – 98.7%』

Against the intangible swords that had slain countless swordmasters of ancient times, Khan surpassed his limits. His movements became more refined, the gaps between his strikes narrowed, and the flow of his continuous attacks became as smooth as water.

Clang──!

And finally.

『Gordi Khan Style, Supreme Heavy Sword (A) – 01%』

Khan broke into a new realm.

Two swords were severed in one strike, four in the next, then eight in the third. Each successive attack doubled in power, increasing the burden on his body, but he didn’t mind. As long as he had the strength to hold and swing his weapon, he could continue without faltering.

Thus, all the intangible swords were shattered.

A technique that had never failed against swordmasters was broken. Despite this, Areolus remained calm. While the mortal before him seemed to have mastered an impressive trick, what of it?

Areolus attributed the failure to himself. The intangible swords had been blocked because he was in a state that was less than a tenth of his prime. This realization only intensified his longing for power. Somehow, he would reclaim his full strength once more!


The transcendent being that was also a dragon once again exerted its will to create a phenomenon.

Though his heart began to strain from wielding power beyond his current vessel, it didn’t matter. Once he killed the mortal before him and absorbed the transcendent gene, everything would be resolved. Thus, Areolus didn’t hold back.

He seized control of all the mana in the vicinity. Power to the extent of warping space was concentrated at a single point. It was pure physical force compressed to the utmost limit and forged into a sphere. Unless one had a countermeasure for spatial magic, it was an impossible technique to defend against—a guaranteed kill.

Perhaps the ancient grand mages could have managed, but for a mere barbarian, evading it wasn’t even an option. The technique warped a vast area of space upon detonation, and only Areolus was immune to its aftereffects.

『Die, mortal.』

A catastrophe encompassing the entire capital began to unravel in the air.

Areolus’s power, perfectly gauging his opponent’s limits and causing corresponding phenomena, was truly transcendent. Khan, with the strength he possessed, had no way to counter it.

Therefore, he turned to external powers. Khan opened a subspace and grasped a small jewel.

The Mortalia’s Orb of Null Space, a legendary item capable of refracting space itself. By shattering the magic stone prepared in advance by Witch of Loren, Ludmilla, the orb’s defensive mechanisms were unleashed.

The power from the Orb of Null Space swallowed up the sphere created by Areolus. Simultaneously, Khan rushed towards Areolus.

『Arrogant mortal!』

Areolus’s technique, relying on his dominion over the environment, was thwarted. Yet, even as he ended up granting an opening, he felt no fear.

Why are dragons considered nearly perfect beings? Their bodies and souls exist in a state closest to perfection!

Areolus unleashed the most powerful weapon at his disposal: his own body.

The attack that had once driven Khan to the brink of death in a single blow was now coming at him again. Compared to Areolus’s massive claw, which could easily engulf Khan’s entire body, Khan’s draupnir seemed infinitely insignificant. The difference in size alone was incomparable.

But this time, the conditions were different. Now, Khan could see Areolus’s claw clearly and had the means to respond.

Boom!

It sounded like thunder. Unleashing the accumulated power of the chained strikes from his Supreme Heavy Sword, Khan shattered Areolus’s foreclaw with a thunderous roar.

『──────!』

However, Areolus’s cunning, which had once toyed with the entire continent alone, far exceeded Khan’s imagination.

The shattered parts of Areolus’s body turned into mana.

The mana that formed right in front of Khan’s nose became hundreds of explosive orbs, and as Khan activated the Mark of the Abyss, they detonated.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

The pure white shield barely held up against the series of explosions, its glow fading rapidly. It looked like it couldn’t hold on much longer.

Determined to finish off the tenacious mortal like an insect, Areolus prepared for another strike. But his attempt was thwarted by a presence that intervened in their realm.

『Descent』

With the power of the gods, Aries entered the same realm as Areolus and Khan. Though the time she could maintain Descent had significantly shortened due to her closer connection with the Goddess of Justice, she believed that even a brief moment would be enough.

She channeled the divine power that filled her body into two streams. One stream reinforced Khan’s Shield from the Mark of the Abyss, while the other revitalized Khan’s body, which had started to reach its limits!

『You filthy traitor─!』

Sensing the familiar presence, Areolus’s heart raged. However, the now-protected Khan reached him even faster. The dragon-slaying sword dragged a long, deep cut across Areolus’s face.

Already, the lingering, dense curse from the long-standing resentment had begun to encroach upon Areolus’s heart. It was this curse that had caused him to regain his self-awareness.

Areolus felt an emotion he believed he would never experience again. It was the fear of death.

──────!!

A roar imbued with the will of a transcendent being swept through the surroundings. It was an expression of pure physical force meant to push Khan back momentarily. Yet, Khan planted his feet firmly into the ground and stood his ground.

‘The reverse scale and the heart. I have to destroy both at once.’

The reverse scale was both a weakness and the toughest shield. However, piercing through it would open the path directly to the heart. Of course, the dragon’s heart itself was extraordinarily resilient, so a normal strike wouldn’t suffice to end Areolus.

『Surging Strength』

Two activations of an A-rank skill in one battle. But Aries’s god-granted healing spell barely held Khan’s body together. However—

‘It’s not enough.’

Khan knew even that wasn’t sufficient.

At this rate, his strength would be depleted by the time he pierced the reverse scale. The strength was insufficient. Therefore, he needed to draw upon even more power.

『Surging Strength』

The stacking of an A-rank skill. A technique that had previously been impossible due to his absolute lack of stamina.

But now it was possible. With a stamina stat nearing 50 and the Goddess of Justice’s power preventing his body from breaking down!

Crack. Crack!

The power was beyond what his body could handle. The excessive force, surpassing the vessel’s limits, began to shatter it. Simultaneously, divine power rapidly mended his body.

There was no hesitation. Following the path drawn by the Supreme Heavy Sword, Khan unleashed the overflowing power all at once.

The reverse scale, which met the red cursed sword, disintegrated without leaving a trace. The force didn’t stop there and crushed the dragon’s heart. Both core elements, the reverse scale and the heart that maintained existence, were destroyed.

Despite this, Areolus’s will remained, still burning with a tenacious grip on life. However, the curse, harboring deep resentment and capable of consuming dragons, completely enveloped Areolus.

The level-up message that immediately followed indicated Areolus’s complete annihilation. And then—

───────────

Everything aligned with the horizontal line drawn by the red slash vanished without a trace.

“…….”

“…….”

Khan’s expression became peculiar. In an instant, he had destroyed half of the royal castle and the previously indomitable dragon-scale fortress walls, creating a catastrophe greater than Areolus himself.

***

『Act 2, where the Dragon’s Trace Lies』 – Cleared!

─ Clear Reward: Supreme Heavy Sword(A), royal Treasures x3, title of Guardian Knight of the Argon Kingdom.

─ The influence of the Void has slightly diminished.

『Level Up!』

『Level 29 -> 31』

『Strength: 68 -> 72』 +1

『Agility: 37 -> 39』 +3

『Stamina: 39 -> 41』 +9

『Intelligence: 2』 -1

『Act 3, Proof of Valor』

─ Failure will result in the permanent loss of the exclusive Barbarian reward.

TL’s Corner:

The dragon has been slain!!!
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The rumor that a dragon had descended and destroyed the royal castle spread throughout the capital in an instant. There wasn’t even a need for anyone to spread the word. Everyone in the capital had witnessed the presence of the golden dragon that appeared with a tremendous roar that day.

The fact that everyone perceived the golden dragon, which manifested in the sky above the royal castle, as a “dragon” was no coincidence. Regardless of where one stood in the capital, the enormous flying lizard was clearly recognizable. If that wasn’t a dragon, then what could it be?

Of course, they might have thought of the recently rampant wyverns, but the citizens of the capital had not actually experienced the damage caused by wyverns. Moreover, it was unreasonable to think that such a gigantic monster could just be a “wyvern”.

“Heavenly gods…”

“The gods are furious because of the king’s tyranny! This is divine punishment!”

“Release all the informants. Didn’t I tell you? Follow the executioner and accidents will happen!”

The impact of the golden dragon’s short flight, which lasted no more than a minute, was absolutely beyond imagination. The citizens of the capital trembled in silent fear at the catastrophic sight of the dragon descending from the sky.

Amid the chaos, some tried to spread seditious ideas, while others acted to satisfy their own selfish desires. And it wasn’t long before most people began to move to evacuate the capital.

Chaos bred even more chaos. The evacuation happened in an uncontrolled manner. Naturally, the roads of the capital became paralyzed due to the sudden influx of people, and amidst all this, there were those who acted out.

“Move aside! You lowly creatures…!”

Members of noble families and heads of merchant guilds residing in the capital were the first to attempt to leave. Predictably, a major conflict nearly erupted between the citizens and the guards accompanying the nobles and merchants.

In the end, however, that did not happen.

────────────.

The overwhelming power that swallowed up all the sounds of curses and shouts at the scene. Immediately after, as if it had never existed from the beginning, leaving behind only the foundation, the dragon scale fortress wall vanished.

“…….”

“…….”

The nobles, the heads of merchant guilds, and even the citizens who had been rebelling against them were all at a loss for words. Everyone, without exception, realized that the chaos caused by the dragon’s appearance had come to an end.

***

To restore the royal castle, half of which had been completely obliterated, the Argon royal family made the unprecedented decision to open the castle to civilians.

This was to expedite the restoration by mobilizing as many people as possible, and, in reality, to broadly announce that the long-silent royal family had now begun to take action.


And the intention of the royal family, specifically Delphina’s, achieved the desired effect. The royal castle was not merely a place where the royalty resided and national affairs were discussed.

It was a source of pride for the kingdom’s citizens and a symbolic representation of the nation. The partial destruction of such a significant place evoked in the people a sense of a potential royal collapse.

“Even with such a massive dragon rampaging, they still have this much military power left?”

“The secret to the royal family maintaining rule for over hundreds of years is revealed this way.”

Even after experiencing the significant event of the dragon’s descent, demonstrating to the people that they still possessed the military strength to oppress the entire kingdom was enough. In Midland, where the law of the jungle—where the strong prey on the weak—still prevailed, might was indeed right.

“What on earth is happening…”

“Exactly.”

“Don’t be too flustered. Didn’t Her Highness the Princess tell us? Excessive courtesy is actually not courtesy at all. Let’s walk in with confidence. It’s not like we’re here to do something improper in the royal castle.”

“Chairman, but it’s still royalty we’re talking about.”

“And didn’t that royalty say to be moderately courteous? What more is there to discuss?”

The person who sneered at the artisans glaring at him with eyes saying ‘easier said than done’ was the representative of the stonemasons’ guild, known for being the best in the kingdom. He stroked his unkempt beard and spoke.

“Don’t worry too much. Our job is just to do our work. A dragon appeared, the royal castle was destroyed, and sure, that’s a very terrifying thing, but it’s already happened, hasn’t it? And it was Her Highness the Princess who summoned us to fix it.”

The guild leader, whose hair had turned half-white, was in his seventies, but he had a physique that could rival many young men. More importantly, being renowned as the best artisan in the kingdom also granted him significant influence within the guild.

Especially when it came to his work, he became more thorough than anyone, which allowed the artisans and workers who followed him to the royal castle to quickly regain their composure.

“Stay calm. If you make a mistake while eyeing inappropriate places, that would be the real disrespect.”

“If you have finished your conversation, I will guide you to the work site first.”

“Oh, please do.”

Following the person who introduced himself as a royal knight, the guild’s artisans headed to the outer area of the royal castle surrounded by the dragon scale fortress wall. Specifically, it was the site where only the base remained of the vanished dragon scale fortress wall.

“This is unbelievable…”

Upon arriving at the work site, the guild leader first inspected the remnants of the dragon scale fortress wall. This was because the start of the restoration would differ depending on what and how the wall was destroyed.


After examining the remnants of the wall calmly for a long time, an exclamation conveying disbelief escaped the guild leader’s mouth.

“I wonder how it is possible to destroy only the upper portion in such a uniform manner.”

The cut surface was excessively clean. Even if you used a ruler to cut paper, it wouldn’t be this even, yet this was not paper but the sturdy dragon scale fortress wall. Furthermore, the range of the wall that had been chopped off was incredibly long.

Not only that, but the buildings within the royal castle in a fan shape were also all flattened.

“As expected, a dragon is indeed a fearsome entity as I’ve only heard in tales. It makes sense that the royal castle was reduced to ashes.”

Hearing the guild leader’s statement trembling at the dragon’s destructive actions, the royal knight flinched. The guild leader assumed the knight was startled by the word ‘dragon’. It was not unreasonable, as a royal knight would have seen the dragon up close.

“Even more surprising is that the dragon, which caused such an unbelievable sight, was defeated. Rumors are already widespread beyond the capital. The ‘Dragon Slayer’ is said to be just one person.”

“… I must ensure that the royal guards keep their mouths shut more thoroughly.”

“How can you blame them? A dragon appeared; one would naturally want to talk about it at any gathering.”

Even the guild leader himself would find it difficult to keep such a sensational topic under wraps.

“So, what kind of person is this rumored Dragon Slayer? While working in the royal castle, it’s only a matter of time before we find out. Surely you can at least share this? I am honestly dying to know who managed to slay the enormous lizard that devastated half the royal castle.”

The royal knight was at a loss in response to the guild leader’s direct question driven by curiosity. The guild leader thought the knight was deliberating on whether to spill the information. However, the knight’s dilemma was of a very different nature.

He was one of the knights who witnessed the fight between the dragon and the Dragon Slayer up close, and naturally, he knew the identity of the Dragon Slayer.

‘How on earth do I explain this…?’

It seemed that the citizens of the capital had received the rumors that the destruction of half the royal castle was solely the dragon’s doing.

The royal knight internally accepted that this could not be helped. And for good reason—

‘Who could imagine that the hero who saved the kingdom from the evil dragon and the great criminal who devastated half the royal castle would be the same person!’

The royal knight could not meet the curious, shining gaze of the guild leader and looked down in dismay.

***

‘It’s certainly different now.’


Even without specifically testing various aspects or pushing the limits of his strength, he could clearly feel that the completion of his physical form had significantly advanced.

He clenched his fist. The power fitting the description of divine might awaited release within a single person’s grip. This was a level of strength beyond what is allowed for humans. It was a power that far surpassed the human realm.

He was superhuman.

Khan recognized that he had undoubtedly reached the realm of the superhuman.

‘To become a superhuman from the start of Act Two. In terms of progression, it’s quite fast.’

People referred to those who wielded powers not permitted to humans, such as knights, sorcerers, and paladins, as superhumans. However, this was an inaccurate description. The term ‘superhuman’ was meant only for those true powerhouses who surpassed the ordinary level.

In the empire, knights who exceeded the strength of high-ranking knights were classified as superhumans. In the magic tower, those who could handle top-tier spells were distinguished as superhumans. In the school of swordsmanship, the sword masters who led entire sects were similarly classified.

Of course, even within that category, there were significant variations, with higher tiers existing. However, very few individuals actually reached that level.

‘In game terms, it was defined by whether you possessed S-rank skills or not.’

Currently, Khan did not possess any S-rank skills. Furthermore, considering the proficiency increase in his A-rank skills, it still felt like a distant goal. This is why the innate A-rank skills given as rewards for the ‘job-specific quest’ were so crucial. As soon as he obtained the quest reward, he would receive an S-rank skill as a racial bonus for the Barbarian class.

However, in Khan’s case, while he lacked an S-rank skill, he boasted an astounding strength stat of 72.

‘Against other superhumans, this should be more than enough.’

In fact, in terms of explosive power, it could be said that he was exceptionally outstanding. Due to the inherent characteristics of the Barbarian race, he inevitably had to bear various weaknesses. But those could be sufficiently covered with equipment.

“…It seems you have finally awakened from your long slumber.”

Just as Khan was muttering to himself, focused on his self-assessment, he heard a knock on the door of the private room he was staying in. Ever since he had slain the dragon, the moment he had been waiting for had finally arrived.

“His Highness the Crown Prince wishes to see the hero of the kingdom.”

It was time to receive his reward.
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It would be a lie to say there was no curiosity about what kind of person the crown prince was. After all, he was born with transcendent abilities enough to partially resurrect the golden dragon. There was a curiosity about just how extraordinary he might be.

“You may enter.”

Khan, who had merely nodded slightly to the servant’s words to show respect, stood in front of the firmly closed door and glanced around.

‘No guards.’

The absence of guards for the crown prince who had managed to return alive should not be taken to mean he had become a powerless figure.

Rather, it was more fitting to interpret it as the crown prince’s influence being so formidable that even the steadfast Royal Guard retreated. Moreover, this was an implicit trust conveyed by the crown prince to Khan.

‘I can meet you without guards. This is how much I trust you. Understand?’

Given that Khan was the Dragon Slayer who had defeated the golden dragon Areolus, the fierce beast that had wreaked havoc on the royal castle, such a decision was indeed audacious.

Creak-.

The state of the interior, as Khan opened the door and stepped inside, was so modest that it was hard to believe it was the room where the crown prince was recuperating.

“I don’t like things being overly bustling.”

“…It seems more than that.”

“Haha. In truth, we spent quite a bit on restoring the royal castle this time. So, I tightened my belt first.”

Even though it sounded like a jibe implying, ‘Isn’t it because you smashed the royal castle?’ Khan did not perceive it that way. Perhaps it was due to the exceedingly polite demeanor of the crown prince. No, that wasn’t it. The unassuming atmosphere exuded by the crown prince himself made Khan feel a strange sense of solemnity.

“Oh, I’ve delayed my introduction. I am Orion, Dragon Slayer.”

The crown prince, who bowed his head, appeared pale and thin, perhaps due to his long confinement. If they had met on the street, Khan would have thought him an extremely ordinary person, as his appearance was not particularly outstanding. Only his eyes, sparkling with intelligence, testified that he was no ordinary individual.

“I don’t particularly like grand titles. Just call me by my name.”

“How could I? In private matters, you are the benefactor who severed our original sin; in broader terms, you are the hero who resolved the kingdom’s greatest concern. Though it has not been officially announced yet, we were considering raising you and your companions to the status of royal guests….”

The crown prince shrugged his shoulders and let out a faint laugh.

“If my judgment isn’t wrong, you seem to find such trivial matters bothersome.”


Khan silently agreed.

“Originally, there was supposed to be an event to announce the resilience of the royal family while praising the kingdom’s heroes in front of the citizens of the capital. However, before that, I wanted to meet you and understand what kind of person you are.”

“So, do you have an idea of what kind of person I am?”

“To be honest… I’m not sure yet.”

The crown prince admitted frankly.

“They say the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge are all brave, unafraid of death, and roam the continent seeking dangerous battlefields. Moreover, it’s said their faith is such that they haven’t achieved a proper civilization.”

The crown prince’s words, which were essentially a polite way of calling them simple-minded barbarian, carried a profound gaze.

“But you, you use language skillfully, more adeptly than even ordinary civilized people. Your speech shows prudence, and your eyes shine with intelligence. It’s almost as if you’re a civilized person merely borrowing the appearance of a Hoarfrost Gorge warrior. Of course, that wouldn’t be the case.”

‘No, that’s spot on.’

Whether the crown prince realized he had accurately identified Khan’s true nature, he continued his explanation.

“Similarly, it’s human nature to want to wield power once you have it. Naturally, you also seek the additional by-products such as fame or authority. However, despite having the prestigious status of a Dragon Slayer, you seem to consider yourself an ordinary citizen. Just by seeing how consciously you avoid excessive formalities, one can tell.”

“… Have you studied physiognomy?”

“Physiognomy? That’s a new term to me. But I do believe that a person’s appearance is shaped by their experiences and innate character.”

Cough.

The crown prince, still not fully recovered, let out a small cough after his long explanation.

“Ahem. Ahem. I seem to have rambled on unknowingly. Anyway, it seems it was a wise decision to meet you in advance. Now I have a valid reason to cancel unnecessary events.”

“That’s good news.”

“But the fact that you’re an honored guest of the royal family will not change. Only the formal announcement will be absent. You will receive benefits corresponding to your status. Ah, and I hear the Duke has made a promise to you?”

“Indeed.”

Though Khan answered indifferently, his true feelings were otherwise. The real reason for meeting the crown prince was to get a definitive answer regarding access to the royal treasury.


“The agreement was to allow me to choose two treasures from the royal treasury. Though things have become quite complicated.”

“I heard about that from Delphina. However, there seems to be a slight problem with the agreement.”

“Problem?”

Khan’s eyes narrowed. He wondered if this was where the typical noble trifecta of downgrading, backstabbing, and changing terms would come into play. But the crown prince’s next words brought a smile to Khan’s face.

“You have endured hardships far beyond what the original agreement entailed, so shouldn’t the compensation be adjusted accordingly? Of course, I can’t promise you a reward multiplied by dozens, but at the very least, I can make sure that each of your companions gets to take one treasure.”

Khan deeply reconsidered his initial thought that the crown prince was an extremely modest individual.

‘He’s incredibly generous.’

The crown prince was indeed very magnanimous.

Very, very much so.

—

“If my health weren’t in such a state, I would love to witness what treasures you and your companions choose with my own eyes. Unfortunately, I must curb my curiosity.”

With those words, the crown prince concluded the conversation and instructed them to follow the attendant to the royal treasury.

Though the time spent conversing with the crown prince was short, the impression he left on Khan was remarkably strong.

‘Argon won’t face ruin.’

In the original timeline, the Argon Kingdom fell to Darkin Perayas. It was unclear exactly how Darkin, before becoming known as the ‘King of the Undead’, managed to conquer Argon. However, the current events shed light on this mystery.

It appeared that in every cycle of the story, the crown prince had likely confined himself due to the rampage of his transcendent abilities. Naturally, the king would have neglected state affairs in search of a cure for the crown prince.

Moreover, with the Marquis Deillon in the North always eyeing independence and the nobles in the court unable to restrain their greed in the king’s absence, Argon would have been an easy target for Darkin.

‘Well, they’re all dead by my hand now.’

The future impact of Argon Kingdom’s survival, which had perished in all previous cycles, on the main quest was entirely unknown. However, Khan was confident that its effect on the overall situation wouldn’t be significant.

This was because the influence of a border kingdom like Argon wasn’t substantial enough to impact the main course of events. More accurately, Argon Kingdom would likely have to focus all its efforts on internal consolidation, as its national strength had weakened due to the turmoil caused by the transcendent abilities.


“Ah, you have arrived.”

“Is everyone here?”

“Yes. After meeting with His Highness the Crown Prince, we’re all heading directly to the royal treasury together.”

Khan joined his companions, who had been waiting for him in a lavish reception room, and immediately followed the attendant somewhere else.

“A-hem. Boss, are you sure I should be joining this?”

At that moment, Alejandro, the monkey who had subtly mixed himself into the group, whispered hesitantly.

Though originally brought to the royal castle as a condemned criminal, Alejandro was now being treated lavishly due to his association with Khan, thanks to his busy efforts running errands on Khan’s orders. However, Alejandro couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable about it.

‘Damn, I’m just an ordinary thief. What? A royal guest?’

He had heard that the royal treasury would be opened as part of the reward. Was that even possible? If he were going to enter it, it should be done stealthily on his own terms, making it a true theft!

“Boss, I really think I should sit this out….”

“Shut up and follow.”

“Yes, sir…! I’ll follow you to the ends of hell!”

But Alejandro’s opinion was quickly dismissed.

The path to the royal treasury led via a staircase descending deep underground. At first glance, the entrance was blocked by a heavily reinforced iron door with various magical protections. Inserting and turning a large key, the iron door unlocked with a clanking noise and swung open.

“The royal treasure holds items with both known histories and purposes, as well as ancient relics whose origins and uses have yet to be fully identified. The crown prince instructed me to leave the choice to the honored guests….”

“Do not worry about that.”

The elderly servant did not question Khan’s unfounded confidence, merely bowing his head to bid them farewell.

“Let’s go.”

The stairs descended to a depth that seemed almost like a trap designed to bury any invaders aiming for the royal treasury. Alejandro, who entered with evident anxiety, had similar thoughts.

It was an unfounded worry.

No one in their right mind would dare to pull any underhanded tricks against a warrior capable of completely obliterating the dragon-scale walls with a single strike.

“This is incredible…. I’ve heard the Argon Kingdom has a profound history, but I never imagined they’d have such a vast collection of treasures.”

Leo exclaimed as they took in the sight of the treasure vault.

Generally, in the Empire, it was a common belief that other kingdoms were insignificant. This wasn’t entirely incorrect, and to someone like Leo, who was raised among imperial nobility, it seemed even more so. However, the Argon royal treasury was impressive enough to challenge such prejudices.

There were easily over a hundred display cases with magical enhancements.

‘Well, considering this nation started from a breeding ground made by ancient grand mages….’

The kingdom’s history likely spanned thousands of years, possibly even predating the Empire itself.

“Feel free to look around and let me know if you find anything that seems suitable. It’s probably best to inspect it all together.”

Everyone agreed with Khan’s suggestion that many eyes are better than one when it came to evaluating the treasures.

In truth, one of the reasons the Argon Kingdom could afford to hand over treasures so freely was probably because there was no one on their side capable of discerning the truly valuable items from the rest.

They lacked sorcerers who could decipher the spells inscribed on the artifacts and had no renowned scholars either. They likely assumed Khan’s group would take a few items that merely looked impressive but were essentially just chaff. Indeed, since none of them had the capability to determine the real treasures, they had to confer with each other.

Yet, they overlooked one critical fact.

‘I’m drooling here.’

The presence of a possessor who could leverage the game system.
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The ability to check the information of items made the situation feel almost like cheating.

How often does one get the chance to pick from dozens of treasures as if shopping? Khan made the most of his ability.

‘This one is cursed. This one’s performance is too ambiguous to be useful….’

Appearing to calmly inspect the items in the display cases, Khan was actually meticulously reading the item information windows.

The items had a minimum rarity level of “Rare”, with most possessing near-legendary qualities. Occasionally, legendary items appeared. It was clear that equipping any of these would substantially boost their power.

However, Khan had no intention of letting them choose randomly.

“I’ll take this mace. It’s faint, but I sense some divinity in it.”

Leo was the first to finish “shopping.”

He had chosen a unique mace with a deep, blood-red color except for the handle.

‘Not bad.’

Leo’s remark about sensing divinity was true. The mace was named “Demon Crusher,” a legendary weapon blessed directly by a divine entity to a hunter of ancient demons. It applied a “critical hit” option against any evil-aligned enemies.

Khan was impressed with its legendary performance, which ensured significant damage upon a successful hit.

Additionally, it came with a Strength stat boost of 3.

“Not bad at all.”

“You recognize it, don’t you, Master? I usually prefer swords, but for some reason, I felt compelled to choose this.”

“Master. I’ve found something as well.”

Next was Maya.

She chose an artifact in the form of a bracelet. The description in the display case said that infusing it with mana would activate an embedded magic barrier.

‘Defender’s Buckler. This is good too.’

Though it didn’t boost any stats, Maya, who had the lowest physical durability among the group, clearly chose wisely. Combining “Yorun’s Spear” obtained earlier from the Duke’s treasury, with the “Defender’s Buckler” would make it almost impossible for her to sustain injuries from most foes.


She must have chosen it based on an understanding of her weaknesses. Khan told her to go with her choice and moved towards the now-empty display case.

“Could someone have already taken it out?”

Maya muttered in bewilderment.

“No, it’s just hard to see.”

“But there’s nothing visible… Ah!”

As Khan explained, there indeed was ‘something’ in the display case. It was so transparent that it was almost impossible to notice without careful observation.

『Mortalia’s Disguise Robe』

‘Found it.’

It became certain that Darkin Perayas in Act V had likely armed his named subordinates with items from the Argon royal treasury.

—

『Mortalia’s Disguise Robe』 (Legendary)

─ A transparent robe created by the mage Mortalia. It can be worn over existing equipment.

─ Duplicate :: Maintains the performance of the existing equipment while adding the options of the Disguise Robe.

─ Strong Spell Resistance :: Exhibits high resistance to all types of spells.

─ Strong Blade Resistance :: Exhibits high resistance to all blade-related attacks.

─ Disguise :: Allows the wearer to designate a specific appearance. The designated target will perceive the wearer as the chosen appearance.

The effects may seem complex, but the utility is straightforward. The Disguise Robe overlays its options onto desired armor, making it a popular choice among users for aesthetic customization. Many players loved using it to enhance the appearance of lower-grade armor.

‘Luckily, this wasn’t a wasted effort.’

Khan hadn’t forgotten the primary objective of accepting the Black Wing Duke’s deal: gathering Mortalia’s relics to decipher the Enchanted Jade.

In addition to the Mortalia’s Disguise Robe, the other treasure Khan chose was a war hammer named “Giant Slayer.”


Crafted by an ancient dwarf artisan specifically for slaying giants, it possessed the “Resistance Ignore” option that bypassed a certain level of blunt resistance, and the “Impact Stacking” option that increased damage with successive hits on the same target. Both options provided significant damage increases.

“I can’t decide.”

Seeing Aries struggling to choose, Khan selected a legendary shield called the “Black Dragon Bone Shield” for her.

Overall darkish in appearance, this shield was an artifact made by combining the bones of a monster and minerals. It had extremely high resistance to spells and, being light, was suitable for Aries, who wielded a one-handed straight sword.

For Alejandro’s assigned item, Khan handed Maya a set of armor boots named “Eleh’s Wind Boots” which had quasi-legendary performance.

Unlike Khan, who didn’t possess mana, or the two paladins who had divine power instead of mana, Maya was the only one who had mana. Thus, she had a broader range of choices.

“Eleh’s Wind Boots,” which raised the Agility stat by 2 and allowed hovering and acceleration with minimal mana consumption, would add wings to Maya, who had already balanced offense and defense with “Yorun’s Spear” and the “Defender’s Buckler.”

With Maya now equipped with two quasi-legendary items and two legendary ones, Khan judged that her combat prowess could no longer be underestimated.

“I will devote myself even more, my liege.”

Maya’s eyes blazed with determination, her lips splitting into a wide grin. Although Khan found it awkward to use some of these items himself, handing them over to Maya seemed to motivate her substantially, which in turn, benefited the entire group.

“The items you’ve chosen are ready to be taken immediately.”

It seemed there had been prior arrangements by the crown prince, allowing them to take the items right away.

With their premium, custom-fit gear in hand, the group exited the treasury with smiles on their faces.

“Test out or use the gear as you see fit.”

“Aren’t you going to test it, Master?”

“I’m still tired. I plan to rest intermittently for a while, so unless it’s urgent, don’t come looking for me.”

Khan dismissed Maya and Leo, who were eager to spar and test their new gear, under the pretext of needing rest. Though he felt a bit of a pang under Aries’ persistent and unreadable gaze, his claim of fatigue was genuine.

The fight with the golden dragon had caused a temporary spike in his Agility stat due to the effects of “Scale of Courage.” leading to sensory disruption. The stat reductions from overlapping A-rank skills had also yet to fully recover.

‘Although that’s not the only reason…’

Aries’ astute gaze suggested she might have an idea of why Khan wanted to be alone. Unlike the others, the presence of this paladin, solidly in the ranks of the superhumans, made it clear that she perceived more than she let on.


Leaving behind Aries’ unwavering gaze, Khan headed toward his private room.

Since it was almost guaranteed that maids, who seemed to appear like ghosts each time he was out, would have been there to tidy up, he brainstormed excuses to politely dismiss them. As he grasped the door handle, he paused.

Haah-.

He let out a complex sigh before opening the door.

“You’re back?”

A woman dressed in a maid’s outfit greeted him cheerfully. Instead of his usual nod, Khan let out another sigh and addressed the maid…

“Of course, you’re alive. Tilly.”

More accurately, he scowled at Tilly, who was cleaning the room in a maid’s uniform.

***

“Oh my, you knew?”

“Considering what Drakes are, how could I not?”

Khan’s implied question, ‘How could a monster like you die so easily?’ didn’t faze Tilly, who maintained her smile. Instead, she shared even more surprising information.

“The one who died that day was indeed a Drake, just not me. It was another of my kin.”

“……”

“That particular individual had an unusually strong obsession with living. When their body reached an irreparable state of decay, they desperately sought a way to continue living. As one of the few elders, I couldn’t ignore their plea, so I used a method to transfer their life essence. Fortunately, the ancient spell possessed by our collaborators was effective.”

The followers of Truth.

Khan had learned about Tilly’s collaboration with the followers of Truth during their acquisition of Draupnir. As a mage with magical abilities far surpassing human mages, it made sense that the followers of Truth, who held ancient magic shared among Drakes, would welcome her eagerly.

“So, did you appear in that guise just to report you’re still alive?”

Tilly hesitated at Khan’s sarcastic question, prompted by his awareness of the “Giant Slayer” war hammer hanging from his sword belt.

“Not exactly….”

Seeing Tilly, who was normally composed under any circumstance, hesitate was something Khan had never witnessed, not even during her time as “Mage Tilly.”

She usually maintained her composure even when faced with insults from Maya.

What on earth did she want to say? As Khan’s mind filled with doubts, Tilly finally spoke, her voice tinged with a rare hesitation.

“Actually, the reason I came today was to issue a kind of warning.”

“A warning?”

This time, Khan raised an eyebrow.

“Are you saying that you, or someone you’re working with, plans to target my life?”

“Well, that’s not entirely wrong. To be precise, the people I’m collaborating with have started to take an interest in you. They have been watching the experiments conducted in the Argon Kingdom with great interest.”

“Are you saying they’re going to seek retribution because I disrupted their experiments?”

Given the arrogant nature of the followers of Truth, it was a plausible scenario. However, Tilly shook her head in disagreement.

“No. What I mean is, they’ve started to take an interest in you as a person, Khan.”

“In me?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Your actions in the kingdom have been overly dramatic and exceptional.”

Khan understood exactly what Tilly was alluding to.

Battles with Darkin Perayas, wyverns, and basilisks; conquest of demonic realms; the subjugation of the hydra; and now, the resurrection of the golden dragon Areolus in an incomplete state. Such rapid and phenomenal growth couldn’t be easily comprehended, even by someone like Tilly, who was aware of Khan’s true strength from the start.

“Fortunately, you haven’t revealed your combat skills in front of too many people, so they’re still uncertain. But that too will become evident as you continue to pursue your goals.”

Khan’s internal reaction to Tilly’s warning was surprisingly calm. A part of him couldn’t help but feel slightly indifferent.

Sensing Khan’s nonchalance, Tilly elaborated further.

“I want you to achieve your goals, Khan.”

There was no doubting her sincerity. After all, Tilly was the woman who had killed their shared comrades to further his cause. But to bring it up now?

Tilly Ashanumos’ twisted kindness was something Khan was well aware of. If she genuinely wanted him to succeed, her support would have been more direct. However, Tilly’s approach was not straightforward.

Even if Khan were in mortal danger, Tilly would not directly intervene to save him.

But she would thoroughly eliminate any elements that might cause him to give up on his goals.

‘Just as she removed our former comrades.’

In that sense, warning Khan about dangers posed by the followers of Truth did not align with her typical methodology.

So what was it that compelled her to issue a direct warning now?

The answer was:

“A Apostle of Truth has begun to take an interest in you. Specifically, in the ‘potential’ you possess.”

It was close to the worst-case scenario Khan could imagine.
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‘Apostle of Truth….’

Any gamer who had delved deeply into the Midland Quest would recognize the name. The Apostle of Truth was not only the leader of the followers of Truth but also the grand magus who played a pivotal role in the collapse of the Magic Tower.

“Are you certain that the Apostle has taken an interest in me?”

Khan didn’t bother to hide that he knew about the “Apostle.”

Tilly wasn’t someone who would nitpick over such trivialities. Instead, Khan sought to ensure the reliability of the information, and she nodded affirmatively.

“It’s rare for the Apostle to directly communicate his opinions internally. However, he made an exception and instructed us to investigate the being who disrupted the experiments in the kingdom.”

It was almost a confirmation of his interest.

Tilly’s added explanation was essentially a final endorsement. The Apostle of Truth is a peculiar type of Named character in “Midland Quest”—an antagonist leader yet a neutral NPC. What does that mean?

He is an extremely enigmatic and mage-like figure, driven solely by his interests.

Leading a mage group capable of rivalling the Magic Tower, he had no regard for maintaining his faction.

For instance, after annihilating most of the Seekers, players could still receive a quest from the Apostle, which spoke volumes.

‘… No need to rush into a decision.’

The Apostle’s interest could be both a blessing and a curse.

While personally burdensome due to the attention from one of the continent’s top powers, it could also be an opportunity to uncover the world’s secrets through dealings with him.

However, caution around the Seekers would be necessary.

Seekers were desperate for any crumbs the Apostle might throw their way. These mages, capable of rivaling Magic Tower Lords if teamed up, might target Khan as a tribute to the Apostle, making it a matter he couldn’t take lightly.

‘So, what’s the best course of action?’

Based on his experience from the game and the Apostle’s behavioral algorithm, Khan made his decision.

“They’re likely still gathering information on me, correct? And I doubt you’ve disclosed much.”

Tilly affirmed with her silence, making Khan’s thoughts align. Aries might have described the slight smile on his face as the one he wore when preparing to swindle someone.


“Tilly, you must have personal reasons for collaborating with the followers of Truth.”

“Yes.”

Tilly’s straightforward affirmation let Khan delve deeper into his strategy.

“Here’s what we’ll do. You’ll continue to act as you have, giving them only minimal information. Meanwhile, I’ll set up measures to handle the Seekers and prevent any surprises. We’ll see how much the Apostle’s interest can be turned to our advantage.”

Khan’s plan was to utilize Tilly’s inside position while preparing for any potential threats from the Seekers. By keeping the Apostle intrigued but at bay, he could exploit this unusual interest for greater, long-term gains.

Tilly’s involvement added a crucial layer of strategy, balancing the line between cooperation and self-preservation.

“Of course, asking you to openly oppose the Apostle would be a difficult request for you to accept.”

At the same time, Tilly was wary of the Apostle of Truth directly intervening and obstructing Khan’s path. If that happened, Khan’s goal might become unattainable. Unlike the partially resurrected Areolus, the Apostle of Truth was indisputably among the continent’s top echelon of power.

Thus, this particular aspect of the plan would likely secure Tilly’s cooperation. In some ways, it was a mutually beneficial arrangement for Tilly as well. Because—

“Report to the Apostle that my actions and rapid growth in the Argon Kingdom are suspicious.”

Rather than asking Tilly to betray or oppose the Apostle, Khan was advising her to actively carry out the Apostle’s orders.

“If possible, insist that you, and not other Seekers, personally gather information on me.”

Though Tilly tilted her head in curiosity at Khan’s seemingly disadvantageous request, his resolve was unwavering.

‘This is the right move.’

A creature as cunning as the Apostle would never carelessly ruin an unusual entity like a “barbarian warrior with an unreal growth rate” merely by poking around without reason. More likely, he would take measures to ensure that other Seekers wouldn’t rashly target Khan, preserving his curiosity.

And in the future, when Khan eventually bared his fangs, the Apostle would realize:

A cunning gray wolf had been sharpening its teeth, using his curiosity as a shield all along.

***

“Then, I trust you’ll handle it well.”

“Fufu. It’s been a long time since I’ve heard such words from you.”


With those final words, Tilly, still dressed in her maid’s attire, stepped out of the room.

Creak—

As soon as the door closed, her presence behind it vanished completely.

“I apologize.”

Shortly after concluding his dealings with Tilly and preparing to relax, Khan was interrupted by someone bowing deeply in apology. The person was dressed in uniform and tried to present a tidy appearance, but the weariness on his middle-aged face was still evident.

“You’re up?”

It was the Black Wing Duke.

‘Did Tilly intervene?’

Khan had heard that the Duke had been poisoned by an unknown toxin and was lying unconscious like a corpse. Seeing him here, albeit with a gaunt face, suggested that Tilly had taken measures before coming to meet Khan.

‘Since she administered the poison, she must be able to withdraw it at will.’

“After all that bravado, I ended up shoving everything onto you. I have no face to show.”

Khan didn’t try to console him with empty words such as “it couldn’t be helped”.

Such platitudes wouldn’t do anything for the pride of the kingdom’s strongest knight. Instead, Khan left him with a firm, almost commanding request: “When the time comes that I need your sword, come without hesitation.”

To that, the Black Wing Duke responded with an equally weighty promise.

“Not just myself, but the Argon royal family will act.”

Even after the Black Wing Duke left, the stream of visitors didn’t cease. It was a testament to the many connections Khan had made within the kingdom.

“It’s good to know my choice has been useful. I’ve obtained quite a decent position thanks to it. Princess Delphina appointed me as her personal guard. From a mere mercenary to a bodyguard of the princess—quite a promotion, no? They say it’s because I informed them about Prince Alan’s movements in advance, preventing the slaughter that would have occurred with the hydra in Nordic. I don’t know the full story, but I believe it’s all thanks to you.”

From Diego, who had provided invaluable assistance at an unexpected moment.

“I’ve come as an envoy concerning the events in the capital. I represent the Northern Provisional Council.”

“That uniform really suits you.”


“At first, it was overwhelming, but seeing the transformation in the North has inspired me. I’m determined to make all northern cities as safe as the border town.”

“You’ll succeed. I believe in you.”

Neria, the half-elf town chief of the border town.

『One day, return to Hoarfrost Gorge and show them your current self. The Grand Warrior will be delighted to see how you’ve become such a great warrior.』

Pashantu, who seemed bent on pushing people into hell.

“Hehe. I knew my eyes weren’t deceiving me. To keep receiving your intel, White Crow will have to expand even more.”

“You sneaky bastard. Keep your secret fetishes to yourself. Anyway, my influence outside the kingdom won’t be of much use. For most matters, you’ll handle them with ease, but you hate being bothered.”

“The Empire is still beyond our reach, but for neighboring kingdoms, White Crow’s network will extend soon enough. It won’t be long.”

“I’ve issued a golden token in your name. It should suffice as an identification substitute.”

Along with the White Crow, the owner of the intelligence guild, came Kal Elson.

‘How on earth did they know…?’

Perfectly timed visits left Khan astounded. If they had been slightly late, they might have missed the chance to meet him.

“Then, it’s time to go.”

Declining Princess Delphina’s request to hold a modest banquet in honor of the hero who saved the kingdom, the group left the capital, seen off by the crown prince and princess.

The reason for their hasty departure was straightforward.

A message from the Mercenary Guild had reached him: ‘We’ve made more progress than expected. If you’ve secured even one relic of Mortalia, hurry back.’

Having obtained a relic from the royal treasury, lingering in the capital was unnecessary. As soon as the situation was settled, they headed straight to the Eastern Forest of Inverted Cross.

“Glad you’re here. I needed one more relic.”

“Have you already completed the research on the other relic?”

“Yes, in fact, we’re a bit late. I discovered something interesting.”

“Interesting?”

“I’ll tell you what’s interesting after verifying the relic you brought.”

At Ludmilla’s insistence, Khan removed the “Mortalia’s Disguise Robe” that was layered on the “Snow White Wolf Pelt” and handed it over.

Eager to get her hands on the long-awaited research material, Ludmilla practically snatched the Disguise Robe from Khan’s grasp and hurriedly opened the door to her personal workshop.

“Give me the Orb.”

“Here it is.”

Taking the Orb from Khan, Ludmilla flicked her fingers.

A table slid across the floor, and various relics of Mortalia that Ludmilla owned were orderly placed on top.

She set the Orb atop the table.

“It’s still just a guess…”

Muttering softly to herself, Ludmilla picked up the semi-transparent Disguise Robe and examined it closely. To Khan, it might have looked like Ludmilla was staring blankly into space, but she was observing something entirely different: the mana patterns unique to Mortalia’s relics.

She was using this process to unlock the Orb.

“Indeed, I was right.”

After about fifteen minutes of silence, Ludmilla finally spoke. There was a hint of excitement in her voice.

“The spatial distortion emitted by this Orb, which I thought was a type of security system, seems to be something else entirely.”

Despite her self-critical tone, Ludmilla’s face bore an unmistakable smile.

Even in an age where magical civilization reached extreme development, Mortalia’s prowess as a mage was of an incomparably supreme level. Ludmilla felt a sense of kinship with that.

“This Orb wasn’t created as a vault to protect something. On the contrary, it’s the opposite. The spatial distortions that occur when mana is injected in a specific pattern aren’t a security system but the Orb’s original function.”

These were difficult words to grasp immediately.

As though anticipating such a reaction, Ludmilla quickly clarified her conclusion.

“This is a key. Specifically, a key to unlock a hidden subspace.”

What does this imply?

“Somewhere on this continent, there’s a subspace left by the mage. A subspace that can only be unlocked with this Orb.”

To even realize the existence of this subspace, one would need multiple relics, the Orb, and an extraordinary mage capable of deciphering Mortalia’s mana patterns.

Undoubtedly, fulfilling those conditions would be nearly impossible.

So, what could be lying dormant in such a securely hidden subspace?

‘It’s likely the knowledge left behind by the mage. Perhaps even forbidden knowledge that should never fall into the wrong hands…!’

Khan’s eyes gleamed with the intensity of a predator.
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Acquiring the key to unlock the hidden subspace left by the mage Mortalia.

The mage, either on par with or superior to the ancient grand mages who captured and experimented on the golden dragon Areolus, left hints of this in the ancient tablets found beneath Bates’ underground. The high probability that Mortalia had approached the secrets of the world.

‘Especially the fact that it’s hidden in a subspace makes it even more suspicious.’

Relics left by ancient grand mages are occasionally discovered. Artifacts containing ancient spells, magical knowledge, or even the mages’ own spells.

This is because, as long as something exists somewhere on the continent, it will naturally be discovered over time.

However, unlike those mages, Mortalia created a new subspace to hide something. She made it accessible only by meeting extremely rigorous conditions.

‘She ensured it couldn’t be discovered by chance. The reason for that could be…’

It could be that she was possessed by a paranoid obsession with ownership and didn’t want to leave her knowledge to anyone. But if that were the case, why bother creating a subspace and leaving mementos? She could have just destroyed everything.

The remaining possibility is…

‘She didn’t want her traces to be discovered accidentally and become known to the world?’

Khan recalled his conversation with Alpha.

‘You mentioned being pursued by the Pantheon for acquiring forbidden knowledge. And when you asked the Goddess of Justice about the one who created the soul secret, didn’t the Goddess say…

‘Forbidden knowledge always has its reasons. If you value your life, don’t delve too deeply.’

This had seemed like a simple warning about the immense danger associated with someone like Mortalia, but…

‘It also means the sorceress sought forbidden knowledge.’

Like Alpha, the sorceress might have been pursued by the Pantheon. To leave the forbidden knowledge she discovered to someone, she created a subspace that could only be opened under certain conditions.

If you think of it this way, it makes sense. Although it’s a speculative leap with predetermined conclusions.

“So, if we can find the location of this hidden subspace, we can open it with this Orb?”

“I suppose.”

Ludmilla’s expertise was unparalleled, even the Tower Lords acknowledged this. But her uncertainty about the magic-based question was surprising.


‘It shows how extraordinary Mortalia was.’

However, noticing Khan’s potential misunderstanding of her response, Ludmilla quickly added more context.

“Don’t get me wrong. It’s not because I lack anything.”

“I understand. I don’t doubt your abilities.”

“… Such a reckless thing to say.”

Muttering softly, Ludmilla gave Khan a pointed look before sighing.

“Have you heard of the vault locks used by the Paradise Bank?”

“Roughly.”

The Paradise Bank was known to divide the wealth of the continent with the Empire. As the name suggests, it was run by Elves who resided in ‘Paradise,’ not the Empire.

The locks created in collaboration with the Dwarves—almost through coercion—were said to be the pinnacle of magical engineering and extravagant cost.

“Are you referring to the locks that can only be opened with their corresponding keys?”

“Yes, that’s right. Young lord of the paladins.”

“Young lord…?”

“You have a noble look about you. Anyway, even if you have the key, the lock won’t open just like that. You must insert the key at the correct angle and in the predetermined sequence, or it will hit an internal latch. If that happens, you’ll never be able to access the contents of the vault.”

It will explode.

Though the playful squeezing motion of her hand seemed like a joke, a vault built by the combined efforts of Dwarves and Elves wouldn’t explode in an ordinary manner.

‘I’ve experienced it firsthand.’

Once, Khan had an assassin character infiltrate the Paradise Bank.

He had succeeded in finding a vault with a matching key through sheer luck, but a high-difficulty mini-game suddenly appeared, and upon failing, his character was blown up.

And that assassin character was equipped with three defensive artifacts to compensate for his weak constitution, yet he still perished.


“So, you’re saying that the sorceress’s subspace is similar to the locks of the Paradise Bank?”

“Yes, just like the young miss said. It’s very similar in concept. Otherwise, there would be no reason to create the key in this form.”

Using a peculiar moniker to address Maya, Ludmilla rolled the Orb between her fingers.

“The spatial distortion caused by the Orb varies according to the mana pattern infused into it. Direction, range, intensity—all of it.”

“So, what you’re saying is….”

“To open the entrance to the subspace, it must be aligned with the direction, range, and intensity set by the mage. Just like unlocking the vault’s locks at the Paradise Bank.”

Everyone present fell silent.

They could roughly gauge the difficulty of what Ludmilla was explaining.

“First, you need to manipulate the three variables of spatial distortion as desired. If you can’t do that, you can’t even begin.”

“Right. Even if you find the entrance by chance, you wouldn’t know how to insert the key correctly.”

“Knowing isn’t the problem.”

“Your little Apostle friend is right. There’s no guarantee you’ll have multiple attempts. Moreover, predicting the consequences of spatial collisions isn’t easy.”

Silence fell again.

Even if they mastered the use of the Orb, the challenge of discovering the ‘specific pattern’ to unlock the subspace remained.

There was no guarantee of multiple chances either.

“It seems insurmountable.”

“Insurmountable indeed.”

Ludmilla readily agreed to Leo’s sigh-infused comment, emphasizing the immense difficulty of the task.

“Ultimately, what matters is understanding more about the sorceress’s unique mana patterns and spell systems. The more we decipher, the more precisely we can manipulate the Orb. And…”

“At the same time, we need to pinpoint where the entrance to the subspace might be.”


Collecting Mortalia’s relics was challenging enough, but the latter task was especially daunting. How could they find the invisible entrance to the subspace on this vast continent? Perhaps the mage left clues, but even uncovering those clues would be a grueling task.

Thinking of a plausible solution was frustratingly elusive. As silence descended once more, it was finally broken by an unexpected voice.

“Hey, about that….”

It was Alejandro, who had been silently brooding over his place in the group.

“I’m not particularly well-educated, so I didn’t grasp most of it. But, in the end, isn’t it just stealing the stuff left by this sorceress?”

Ludmilla squinted at Khan, as if asking, ‘Who is this bald monkey?’ Khan just shrugged back. Explaining he was brought along on a whim didn’t seem necessary.

‘He does have some skill, but determining its extent is tricky.’

“Let’s hear him out. He’s obsessed with thievery. Besides, there’s no harm in listening.”

“That’s fair. So, what do you have in mind?”

With a mischievous smile, Ludmilla’s words turned all eyes toward Alejandro.

—

Alejandro wondered if he’d made a mistake by speaking up.

After all, the people involved in this discussion were intimidating, to say the least. The imposing leader who slayed the terrifying dragon and earned the title ‘Dragon Slayer of Argon’; not to mention, the group included two rare paladins and Maya Eldred, known as the “Lance of Palam,” who had a notable reputation in Argon’s mercenary community, was the least formidable member.

Not to mention, present in the room was the renowned Witch of Loren, the ruler of the Forest of Inverted Cross. The most unbelievable part—her gaze towards the boss was distinctly unusual!

‘Damn, with that pretty face, what does she see in that brutish boss…?’

While he acknowledged the boss’s incredible strength and prowess, Alejandro still thought he had a better-looking face.

He wanted to ask what kind of relationship those two had, but he got so caught up in the ongoing conversation that he couldn’t.

‘This mage, that sorceress, I’m guessing? And what’s this subspace? And what is a little apostle? Aren’t apostles extremely high-ranking in the Pantheon Church…?’

The more Alejandro listened, the more his head spun with unfamiliar terms. He decided to block everything out and wait for the situation to end. But his attempt to remain quiet failed because talk of ‘stealing’ kept coming up, and he couldn’t resist chiming in!

“Um, so this subspace… It’s not easily visible to others, right?”

“Not just invisible; it probably exists in an entirely different dimension. Just like the paradise where elves reside, which is an isolated subspace.”

“I-I don’t get complex stuff like that.”

“It means you can’t detect the entrance using conventional means. Not visually, not through mana resonance, spiritual response, or even through the instincts that highly skilled warriors or swordsmen sometimes awaken. Unless you can manipulate space, which is rare.”

Ludmilla’s detailed explanation made Alejandro understand in his own way:

‘So, they want treasures left by an ancient mage, right?’

Treasures hidden using methods beyond ordinary knowledge.

“That’s… tomb raiding, isn’t it?”

“Tomb raiding?”

Ludmilla chuckled at the term. It was absurd to label such a significant endeavor as mere “tomb raiding”.

But Alejandro wasn’t a mage; he was a thief, and from his perspective, this wasn’t any different from looting an ancient site.

“I don’t mean to criticize! It just seems like there’s something you and the witch might be overlooking…”

This is getting more interesting.

Ludmilla seriously considered turning the insolent baldhead into forest compost. If he wasn’t Khan’s subordinate, she wouldn’t hesitate for even a second.

“So, what is it we’re missing?”

“Well, usually in tomb raiding, you start by finding where the person is buried, right? Most ancient sites are tombs of some sort. So, I’m thinking…”

Wouldn’t it make sense to start by locating the sorceress’s tomb?

Alejandro’s matter-of-fact tone was somewhat irritating, but no one reprimanded him. No one else had thought of that obvious point.

“That’s it!”

Ludmilla exclaimed.

“Most locations where the sorceress’s artifacts have been found were workshops scattered across the continent, but some have indeed appeared as ruins. Those could be considered tombs in a way. Since these sites have already been thoroughly excavated, they were naturally excluded as potential candidates…”

“But with the Orb in our possession, the outcome might be different.”

Perhaps spreading workshops and ruins across the continent was the sorceress’s way of misdirection.

“You’re right! Bald monkey, you’ve proven surprisingly useful…!”

Unsure whether Ludmilla’s words were a compliment or a criticism, Alejandro’s face contorted awkwardly.

Meanwhile, Khan, who remembered where one of those ‘ruins’ was located, murmured to himself with a peculiar expression.

“Our next destination is set.”

‘In the end, I’m bound to get involved one way or another.’

The next destination was the Duchy of Georges.

In the original game, it was the stage for Act 2 of the main quest.

TL’s Corner:

Changing mage Mortalia to sorceress Mortalia.

The term used to describe Mortalia is 마도사(Madosa). But for mages it’s 마법사(Mapeopsa).
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“Ugh, I’m dying here.”

“If you keep fighting like that, your body won’t hold up, kid.”

“Welt, don’t you think I know that? But fighting this way is the only way to stay alive.”

“If you keep piling it on, it’ll eventually break you. You have to know your limits. Besides, isn’t it pointless for us to fight so hard to begin with?”

In the end, it’s nothing more than a war that takes lives.

The man known as “Problem Solver Welt” around these parts, with salt-and-pepper hair and a rugged, muscular physique, murmured wearily.

The young giant, with notably pale skin, who had been vehemently opposing Welt’s advice, fell silent.

“You’ve been fighting like a madman, so your notoriety has spread. Both the regular army and the rebel forces know you. The whole country must have heard of ‘Mad Dog Eson’ by now.”

“Mad Dog, really?”

“It means you fight like you’ve lost your mind. Do you want people to gossip about your origins?”

“…Not particularly. I don’t care who knows. What’s so bad about it anyway.”

Welt internally scolded the naive Eson, then stood up.

“What’s this? Done resting already?”

“I’ve told you before, rest periods should be as short as possible.”

“I was just wondering… It’s impressive how spry you are for your age.”

“Do you think you can get away with relying solely on your natural strength? It’s all from rigorous training. I keep telling you to train regularly…”

Eson sighed at the familiar lecture about training. Looks like another hour or two being wasted today.

It had been less than half a year since Eson met Welt, but since then, they had fought together continuously, making their bond deeper than it appeared.

For Eson, who never had a father figure, Welt felt almost like one.

‘If only he didn’t nag so much…’


Above all, Welt was exceptionally skilled. Watching him fight often led Eson to wonder just what Welt did in his past.

Simply by emulating Welt’s fighting style, Eson was able to handle enemies more effectively. That pretty much said it all.

Sometimes Eson wondered if Welt had trained in the Empire, but then he would shake his head. Welt wasn’t only proficient with the sword but also with spears, axes, hammers, daggers, throwing knives, and even scythes. The Empire’s swordsmen were said to be fanatical about solely practicing with swords.

Welt’s combat style was closer to that of a mercenary than that of a refined swordsman or knight.

‘To surpass knights, he must have an extraordinary background, that’s for sure.’

As he half-listened to Welt’s seemingly endless nagging, Eson rose to his feet, mimicking Welt. Suddenly, Eson’s gaze sharpened.

“What is it? Enemies?”

Even amid his rapid-fire lecture, Welt didn’t miss Eson’s reaction. He scanned the surroundings with narrowed eyes and asked. Eson nodded.

“There are quite a few, at least twenty. Judging by their heavy steps, they’re heavily armed.”

“Tch. Regular army?”

“Most likely.”

There wasn’t the slightest hint of an unfamiliar presence. But Welt trusted Eson’s words. He had survived multiple times thanks to that inhuman sense of Eson’s. Doubting him would be foolish now.

“Can we escape?”

Welt immediately considered fleeing as an option. It wouldn’t be easy to handle at least twenty well-armed soldiers without sustaining injuries, especially right after a battle. Suspecting that reinforcements had arrived, it would be foolish to assume there would be no further reinforcements.

However, Eson’s next words dismissed Welt’s plan.

“They’ve really got us surrounded. All exits are blocked.”

“So, it was a trap from the start.”

“…Damn it. Using people as bait because it’s not their own lives on the line. I’ll twist their necks with my own hands someday.”

“You can only do that if you survive. Get ready.”

Instead of retorting as usual, Eson grabbed the glaive he had set on the ground. This specially made heavy weapon, which most would struggle to lift with both hands, was easily lifted by Eson with one hand—a testament to his extraordinary strength.


“We can’t head straight for the hideout. I don’t need to explain why.”

“We can’t bring them back with us. I know.”

“We’ll break through in the opposite direction. We’ll shake off the pursuit entirely before returning. It won’t be easy.”

“Worry about yourself, old man. I could fight for days and still be fine.”

“You brat. I could outlast you any day.”

“Want to bet on it?”

“The loser buys the drinks.”

“Just don’t cry later. You know my capacity.”

Thus began their desperate flight.

Even if the regular army held a grudge against Welt and Eson, they couldn’t afford to expend too many resources on capturing just two fighters. A maximum of forty or fifty men, perhaps.

‘Any more, and the revolutionaries would come for their throats.’

Quickly assessing the situation, Welt predicted the enemy’s armed state and drew two short swords. While it was easier to crush enemies with a heavy weapon like Eson’s glaive, breaking through a blockade required more agility and precision, which short swords provided.

‘We don’t need to kill them. Ignoring vital points protected by armor, I just need to incapacitate them by targeting their joints.’

“There they are… Ugh!”

The first soldier Welt encountered received a hard kick to the chest. Welt’s instinct was to finish him off, but he stopped himself and instead kicked the soldier’s helmet off before hurrying forward. Likewise, Eson used his glaive to knock another soldier off balance and immediately followed Welt.

Technically, reducing the numbers whenever possible was the right strategy. Both Welt and Eson knew that. But the war they were fighting wasn’t about killing everyone.

‘This damned revolution.’

This accursed war. Welt and Eson continued to dispatch any enemies they encountered easily, only resorting to lethal force when absolutely necessary.

Despite being called a regular army, in reality, it was mostly composed of forcibly conscripted men—an incompetent force. Many of them had never wielded a real sword, much less practiced with even a wooden sword.

Such men, no matter how many, were no match for Welt and Eson—veterans who had survived countless battles.


‘Their leaders must be aware of that.’

Even as he kept moving, Welt’s mind was racing. The absence of a competent force meant something. The enemy commander’s objective wasn’t extermination.

Like hunters driving their prey to exhaustion, they planned to capture us by first sending out scarecrows to tire us out. Welt’s understanding of their tactics made his face grimace.

‘Vicious bastards.’

It wasn’t long before his prediction was proven correct. The way they responded in close combat was different. When Welt closed the distance in an instant, most of them would stammer, but the soldier in front of them calmly widened the distance and thrust his spear.

Crash.

Of course, Welt could suppress them without much difficulty. However, it was an ominous sign that the enemy’s skill level was gradually increasing.

“There are too many of them,” Eson muttered as he crushed his opponent’s thrust and their spear shaft with brute force.

“Was I mistaken? It seems like there are three times more of them than twenty.”

Eson quickly dismissed the possibility. Initially, there were indeed twenty. But since then, they had been sending in reserve forces one after another, as if they had known Eson and Welt would appear here in advance!

“Betrayal…!”

As soon as Eson arrived at the conclusion, a scorching heat grazed his cheek. Cold sweat flowed naturally. If he hadn’t instinctively pulled his head back just before the arrow hit, he wouldn’t have even realized he was dead. It meant that the skill of the archer was exceptional.

“Pale skin and an eerily good sense. You must be the mad dog Eson. Then, the old man beside you must be the problem-solver Welt.”

A voice followed in the direction from which the arrow had flown. Upon the appearance of the voice’s owner, Eson’s instincts blared loudly.

“A knight…!”

And not just any knight. It wasn’t Eheram, the strongest in the principality and the head of the regular army. But it was clear from the aura emanating from the suddenly appeared knight that he was a formidable presence just as powerful.

“I never heard there was another knight like this. Damn it!”

“How foolish. No matter how much the principality is in decline, do you think simpletons like you can gauge its might? Vigilante bands that are not even proper revolutionaries?”

The knight, with a mocking smile, had a massive bow made from the materials of monsters strapped to his back, and blood was dripping from the halberd in his hand.

“Ah, does this blood bother you?”

“Not particularly.”

“You should listen. Because it’s the blood of those we once considered comrades.”

“What?”

Be careful-!

With Welt’s sudden warning, Eson’s sight flipped. It all happened in an instant. The knight had precisely aimed for the moment Eson was distracted and swung his halberd, and Eson couldn’t react. But Eson only rolled on the ground slightly and wasn’t severely injured. But then who was hurt…?

“Ugh, cough!”

“Oh, you managed to block that? Impressive, old man.”

“Welt! Geezer─!”

Blood poured from the wound stretching from the chest to the waist. Seeing the red waterfall, Eson lost his reason. But even in a calm state, his opponent was too formidable. Naturally, the knight toyed with Eson with ease.

“Gah…”

“Oh, did I hit too hard? Our prince ordered us to capture them alive… Well, as long as he’s breathing, it should be fine.”

The flippant knight shrugged and waited for his subordinates to arrive on the scene. Eventually, a group appeared.

“Huh? Who are you? This area is restricted…”

The knight’s flippant gaze scanned the group, then stopped at the woman with crimson hair and the girl with silver hair. The meaning was apparent. The gleam in the knight’s eyes was exceedingly blatant.

“… The soldiers should have stopped you, which means you ignored the regular army’s actions to come here? That implies rebellion.”

The knight, with a blood-stained halberd over his shoulder, chuckled.

“Looks like I need to show you what happens when you defy the regular army. With your own bodies…”

Heh heh─.

The knight fixed his lecherous eyes on the woman with crimson hair and the girl with silver hair, his demeanor anything but that of an honorable knight. He looked more fitting to be a bandit chief. What was more curious was that the group seemed to disregard the flippantly laughing knight.

Rustle-.

Perhaps irritated by this, a murderous intent welled up in the knight’s eyes. But he realized too late.

“Hmm… I came to the right place, but the condition of things isn’t great.”

“What?”

The group before him was not good fortune to fulfill his desires but a living disaster. And they were deeply displeased by the unexpected situation before them.

‘The leader of the revolutionary army that saw the revolution through to success can’t possibly die at this time…?’
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Khan glanced at the middle-aged man groaning on the ground and frowned. Although the bulky man rolling next to him was a face he did not recognize, the middle-aged man was unmistakable. No matter how he looked at it, the face was identical to the revolutionary army’s leader seen through the monitor.

‘But why is he here like this?’

The Georges Principality was stuck between the Argon Kingdom and the Empire. Its most notable features were its excessively large land area compared to its population and capabilities, and its unstable succession structure.

In the end, the Principality replaced the suddenly deceased king with the arrogant yet somewhat legitimate First Prince. However, the First Prince, who held the throne unsuitable for him, ruled with ruthless tyranny, whipping the populace. The citizens of the Principality, who had already suffered under the previous king, were furious and eventually sparked a revolution.

A vast landmass, uncontrollable by the Principality’s power, was the backdrop for this. The fact that both the Argon Kingdom and the Empire did not absorb the lands freed from the Principality’s control showed that the land was utterly worthless.

‘The revolutionary army utilized the vast territory for guerrilla warfare. Many of the early quests involved assisting in guerrilla warfare.’

At this point, anyone could infer the storyline of the second act. The second act was about ending the civil war in the Georges Principality as early as possible. The hidden condition was the more the sacrifices were minimized, the greater the rewards.

Khan had long concluded that, no matter how the civil war unfolded, it would not affect the major flow of events. In other words, it was an episode that typically highlighted the protagonist’s virtuous and heroic aspects in a fantasy work.

“Are you ignoring me right now?”

At that moment, a stream of aura surged toward Khan’s face.

Clang!

But Aries, holding a black shield, lightly deflected the aura.

“Heh. You blocked it? You have some tricks up your sleeve?”

Seeing the small girl deflect his aura like a gentle breeze, the knight smirked. However, he couldn’t hide the wariness in his eyes.

‘Who are they?’

A girl who seemed barely twenty had deflected his aura with one hand. While the shield she held was certainly a rare item, it was impossible for an ordinary girl to deflect a knight’s aura with just that.

Suspicion replaced the sticky desire. He realized belatedly that the group was not ordinary.

There was a pretty girl holding a shield, an exceptionally beautiful woman with violet hair, a spear-wielding woman who looked like a mercenary, a young man who exuded elegance, and a seemingly insignificant bald man. Lastly…

‘Gray skin… A barbarian?’

The composition was incomprehensible. Having a barbarian known for their fierceness among them already pointed to an extraordinary group.


The knight made his decision.

‘Run away!’

The meat shields were converging towards him. If he could stall for time and use them as bait, he could escape…

“My liege, I will catch him.”

“Do as you will. I need to check those lying over there.”

“Understood.”

Overhearing the conversation between the spear-wielding woman and the barbarian, the knight’s face twisted in anger. No matter how outnumbered he was, this was excessively humiliating. He resolved that even if he had to run—

‘I will at least scar that pretty face…’

“What a fool.”

The knight was startled by a voice that seemed to whisper right into his ear. He tried to activate his aura and move but was too late. The opponent’s speed was too fast. He missed it in the brief moment of negligence.

‘Dammit…!’

It was too close for a halberd, a heavy weapon. But that was fine. A knight’s body was itself a weapon, and with added aura, even a punch could pierce through rock!

With aura gathered in his fist, he punched as fast as an arrow shot from a bow. Considering the opponent was a spearman, the knight had taken the advantageous position.

‘I will smash that pretty face!’

As expected, the spearman clumsily covered her face with her left arm. The knight was confident. His fist would soon destroy both her arm and face entirely.

Clang.

But reality was ruthlessly cold.

“A shield?”

‘An artifact…!’

A blue barrier suddenly appeared from the spearman’s left hand and blocked his punch. The spearman merely took a few steps back to recover. No, it positioned her in an optimal range to thrust her spear.


Danger. He spread his aura over his armor by instinct.

And that was his final mistake.

The ‘Yorun’s Spear’ struck the knight’s aura with a resounding impact. The power that Maya Eldrett had steadily stored from her training duels with Leo over the past few days unleashed in an explosive torrent. The shock penetrated the knight’s helmet and rattled his head. For anyone else, such an impact would have burst their head.

Thud.

The knight’s body collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

“Huff, huff.”

Maya Eldrett breathed heavily.

The exhaustion from the swift acceleration provided by Eleh’s Wind Boots seeped into her body, and the metallic taste of blood lingered in her mouth.

Heh.

Despite the pain, she found it oddly delightful and smiled.

‘I won…!’

A mere mercenary, who could only boast among common thugs, had defeated a knight. Though the superior equipment certainly played a part, Maya’s skill in using it effectively had undeniably grown.

Following Khan and experiencing life-and-death situations repeatedly…

‘I can become stronger.’

Maya believed this truth without a doubt.

***

While Maya reveled in her growth,

“Hold on, I’ll treat you first.”

Leo assessed Welt, the middle-aged man with graying hair, who had sustained deep sword wounds, and began to manifest his holy power. The injuries were severe enough that Welt would surely bleed out without intervention. Fortunately, they had two paladins on their side. Though not as specialized in healing as a priest, they were more than adequate for emergency medical care.

‘While Aries could completely heal him…’


“…?”

Sensing Khan’s sudden gaze, Aries, who had been staring blankly into the distance, turned her head to meet his eyes.

“It’s nothing. Just keep dazing off.”

“… I wasn’t dazing off.”

Sure, if you say so.

Khan casually brushed off Aries’ excuse, and the group decided to wait until Welt regained consciousness.

‘Completely healing him can wait until we clear up all our questions.’

“There were a lot of them gathering around, so I chased them away,” Ludmilla, who had been fidgeting with her fingers since discovering Welt, approached them.

‘Having a mage with us is quite handy in many ways.’

Ludmilla had joined their group purely out of a thirst for knowledge after leaving her family and secluding herself in the Reversed Cross Forest. Having previously hunted an ogre together, she had proven her compatibility with the team. Because she used spells that deviated from the norm, her versatility allowed her to handle most situations. There was no reason for Khan to refuse her voluntary inclusion, so he readily accepted.

“So, is this the person you were looking for?”

“Yes. I believe he is the key to taking us to the ruins of the mage.”

“Hmm. Is that so?”

Despite Khan’s baseless and uncertain answer, Ludmilla didn’t question him further. Instead, she pointed at the bulky figure sprawled out next to Welt with her fingertip.

“And him?”

Grrrrk─.

Conveniently, the bulky man regained consciousness and lifted his head. He immediately began looking around as if searching for something, uninterested in the unfamiliar faces surrounding him.

“Old man!”

Upon spotting Welt, the man stumbled his way over. Even though his body was not yet fully recovered, he managed to pick himself up quickly and hugged Welt tightly, who was still receiving Leo’s healing.

“Old man! Wake up! Old man Welt!”

“I have stopped the bleeding with healing magic, but he is not entirely out of danger yet.”

Gulp.

Leo’s calming voice seemed to help the startled giant regain his composure, prompting him to finally direct his gaze toward Leo and the rest of the group. His look resembled that of a wounded mother animal protecting her young.

‘Who is this guy?’

It was clear they weren’t ordinary acquaintances. In the main quest, ‘Revolutionary Army Leader Welt’ never had such a character by his side. Not even once across numerous iterations.

‘Could he be a connection forged only in this iteration?’

The head of the revolutionary army, which was divided against the regular army and the principality, being caught by the regular army while fleeing without a proper escort already meant the quest had deviated significantly.

‘After all, this is a world where the player who was supposed to intervene never appeared….’

Seeing someone unfamiliar by his side wasn’t something to be overly surprised about.

But something felt off.

And that uneasiness was coming from the giant himself.

‘Did I miss something? Perhaps a character I don’t remember because I skipped parts of the story?’

There’s no way I would have missed someone truly important. Moreover, the sense of unease wasn’t that overwhelming.

‘No matter what, it won’t hurt to remember him.’

With that thought, Khan sorted out his thoughts and gestured towards Welt with a nod.

“I’d like to have a brief conversation. With the gentleman lying over there.”

“Who are you……?”

“Hey. Be aware of your situation first.”

Cutting off the growling giant’s words, Ludmilla’s soft but sharp reprimand followed.

“No matter who we are, the fact that we saved you and him doesn’t change. More importantly, who do you think holds the power over your life and death right now?”

“……Who are you?”

“Well, I suppose that’s just enough to pass.”

With a few words, Ludmilla tamed the wounded beast, her eyes winking as if to say, “Handle the rest yourself.”

Khan, feeling grateful for skipping the troublesome process, crouched down to meet the giant’s eye level.

‘When dealing with a sulking person, it’s best to talk while smiling and making eye contact.’

Recalling his sister’s advice from when she tried to reconcile him with his sulking nephew, whom he had mercilessly defeated in a game before the nephew had even hit puberty.

“Let’s start our conversation step by step, starting with who you are.”

But Khan didn’t remember something important.

“Threats don’t work on me!”

Even back then, when he had a kind appearance, he had scared his nephew to tears instead of reconciling with him.

“I, I am Mad Dog Eson! Kill me if you must! But I will never betray my comrades!”

This guy…. When did I ever threaten him?
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Eson couldn’t gather his thoughts.

Having received advance information that the regular army’s raiders were going to attack a civilian house, Welt and Eson, the only forces of the revolutionary army, moved quickly. But it was a trap, and they were met by the encirclement of the regular army and the disaster that was the knights.

It was almost as if they had been waiting for Welt and Eson to show up.

‘Betrayal….’

There was no doubt a traitor within the revolutionary army. And from the knight’s words and actions, it was clear that the traitor was already dead, and the prince of the principality wanted Welt and Eson captured.

Welt was severely injured while trying to protect Eson, and then a sudden group appeared and saved both of them….

‘Is this a trap too?’

Having just been betrayed by a trusted comrade, Eson couldn’t help but view this sudden kindness with suspicion.

“Threats don’t work on me!”

Above all, despite the smile on his lips, the barbarian’s eyes were coldly observing him as if he were prey, an image that reminded Eson of a predator. He instinctively shouted, not wanting to admit the fear that sent shivers down his spine, but soon realized that it didn’t make sense.

Logically speaking, it didn’t add up.

This was a group that had easily dealt with a knight, who was undoubtedly one of the strongest in the principality, and even had a mage capable of driving away the regular army that should have rushed in upon hearing the commotion.

The revolutionary army that Welt and Eson belonged to wasn’t formidable enough for strong individuals to go to the trouble of setting a trap. They were simply a group trying to minimize casualties in the war between the regular and revolutionary armies, protecting the common people throughout the principality.

“…From the beginning, have you been looking for us? No, for old man Welt?”

Upon calmer reflection, he realized that they had revealed their purpose from the start.

Hadn’t their conversation indicated that Welt would take them to a place called the ‘Sorceress’s Workshop’?

‘Surely, the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge hate lies.’

He had no idea how Welt could guide these people to the Mage’s Workshop, but since they needed Welt, it meant Welt could live.

“In that case, please save the old man! I’ll cooperate with anything…….”

“It’s true we came looking for him, but there are a few things we need to confirm first. It’s difficult for now.”


Eson, who was about to argue that saving a life should come first, closed his mouth. The barbarian’s intense gaze, while smiling slightly, made his shoulders slump involuntarily.

“To my knowledge, he held quite an important position in the revolutionary army. Why is he out here without any escorts?”

“What?”

“The person you treat like family.”

“Nonsense! How could old man Welt be one of those crazy bastards? There’s no way….”

“Exactly. That’s what we need to confirm now.”

“How do you plan to confirm something even I, who’s been with him every day, don’t know…?”

“But of course, it’s already decided.”

Eson swallowed hard, overwhelmed by the certainty in his voice and the subtle aura emanating from him that seemed to prove the legendary prowess of the ‘Warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge.’

“Why don’t we ask the person lying over there pretending to sleep and observing the situation?”

“…Old man?!”

“I noticed your breathing habits since earlier. Just like swordsmen deeply trained in certain martial arts.”

“Ugh. So you noticed?”

“Next time, pay attention to your breathing as well. Monsters have sharp senses.”

“You’re quite an unusual barbarian….”

With a slightly strained laugh, Welt, the middle-aged man with greying hair and a muscular build, sat up.

“Alright. There’s no point in beating around the bush; it seems you knew from the start. I’m curious about how you found out.”

“That’s a trade secret.”

“I suppose it is.”

“Old man! Were you really in cahoots with those crazy bastards?!”


“You fool. Don’t make such a big fuss.”

Eson felt a surge of emotion at Welt’s condescending tone. After hiding such a significant secret from everyone, even from him, and then calling him out for making a fuss?

While he wanted to demand explanations and clarity right then and there, he knew now was not the time. He bit his lip and silently vowed to confront him later.

“Getting to the point, it is true that I was once with the revolutionary army. Very few people know that.”

Despite his calm admission, Welt’s eyes were sharp, as if trying to peer into Khan’s mind, determined to find out how he knew this secret.

“That’s not what I’m asking. What I want to know is why someone like you, with such a past, nearly got killed by the regular army while protecting someone as inexperienced.”

Eson flinched noticeably at the word “inexperienced” from the barbarian, but the room’s focus on the conversation spared him from much attention.

‘How shrewd.’

Despite the situation, Welt quickly realized that the barbarian before him was highly intelligent, far from the stereotype. His subtle questions sidestepped direct confrontation, subtly forcing the conversation forward and revealing the power imbalance between them.

“The answer is simple. I’m no longer part of the revolutionary army. We parted ways long ago. In fact, they are probably desperate to kill me right now.”

“You left them?”

“Explaining that will take a while. It’s not something I can just tell anyone, and it could throw the principality into greater chaos. Most importantly-.”

Attempting to intervene without understanding could cost you your life.

Welt’s grim warning met with indifferent reactions both from the barbarian and his group, as if they weren’t taking his threat seriously at all.

‘Are they confident in their strength?’

Welt examined the barbarian’s group. They were a diverse bunch, with such distinct characteristics that it was surprising they were banded together. The only commonality was their youth and their extraordinary strength despite their age.

If that’s the case, the answer is simple.

Young and talented geniuses often suffer from the chronic disease of not being able to distinguish between arrogance and confidence. They likely hadn’t experienced life-threatening dangers that their strength alone couldn’t overcome.

“Haa… Regardless of your objectives, the current Georges Principality is a place where safety cannot be guaranteed anywhere. This is irrespective of one’s strength.”

Such is the nature of war.


In this human hell, even the mightiest can lose their lives all too easily. Only those who have surpassed human limits, reaching a superhuman level, can be free from such threats.

“So don’t take your lives lightly and go back. Otherwise, you could end up in danger-.”

Bang──!!

“-or so I thought….”

No, I was mistaken.

Welt glanced at the spot where there had been a large rock moments before and laughed dryly.

The rock, which would have been difficult to break even with powerful magic, was not just shattered but pulverized with no trace left behind. The most shocking part was that it had been effortlessly smashed with a single-handed swing of a hammer.

Would it even be possible for a knight imbued with Aura?

‘It could be.’

However, it would require them to concentrate their Aura fully and release it all at once. An ordinary knight couldn’t manage that. To pulverize such a rock with a casual gesture, one would need to be at the level of Ehhram. Not quite in the realm of superhumans but extraordinarily close to it.

“Is this enough to assure you we can protect our lives?”

“More than enough. Rather, I feel like asking for your help.”

Welt revised his judgment of the barbarian’s group.

They were indeed young and confident, but they were also strong enough to determine their own fates. Though he didn’t know why such strong individuals were searching for ‘Welt, once a leader of the revolutionary army,’ one thing was clear.

‘In the current situation of needless bloodshed, they are a variable powerful enough to cause a disruption.’

And he realized belatedly that the sword wound on his chest had healed incredibly fast. Given that he didn’t detect the bitter taste typical of healing potions, it was likely he had been treated using the healing arts of the Pantheon Church.

‘Was it that child?’

Welt guessed that the lightly armored young girl with silver hair, who bore the hallmarks of a paladin’s equipment, was the one who healed him, and he nodded.

“Alright, I will tell you. I, who once led the revolutionary army, why I left it and nearly died at the hands of the regular army.”

***

“How about the supplies?”

“We’ve requisitioned everything from the nearby villages. The rest will be secured as we advance, and according to plans, we should have enough to last a week.”

“Good. For now, make sure the soldiers are well-fed. When the day of revolution arrives, they must be in the best possible condition to enter the battlefield.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed.”

The person who sent the revolutionary army’s quartermaster away with a few brief words was Camus Ecel, the leader of the revolutionary army that currently divided the power of the Georges Principality.

“Not much time left.”

Camus Ecel muttered to himself as he slowly opened his previously closed eyes.

At the age of only forty, he had dedicated himself to the revolution. In the process, he was captured by the regular army. Despite their brutal torture to extract the location of the revolutionary army’s base, he kept his silence, losing his sight as a result.

“Hmm.”

Camus Ecel looked around the room with his two eyes. Though it seemed impossible for a blind man to see anything, incredibly, he could vaguely make out the room’s interior where he stayed.

‘Really. Not much time left.’

How he had longed for even that blurry vision. Camus Ecel quietly shed tears. Kneeling in the solitude of his room, he clasped his hands together. His kneeling, tearful appearance resembled a devout priest repenting for his sins.

‘Please, forgive this pitiful lamb.’

In truth, it wasn’t far from that. Camus Ecel was a sinner.

Even now, in the darkness of his mind, the whispers of the demon echoed, proving it.

『…….』

“I know. I will keep my promise, so you must keep yours.”

The demon laughed. Despite the blatant mockery, Camus Ecel was unshaken. He had already betrayed his mission, so there was nothing left that could sway him.

Camus Ecel slowly stood. He took in the blurry world around him, feeling an energy in his worn-out body that he hadn’t felt even in his youth.

“Those of us who made a pact with you in the revolutionary army’s leadership will all surely fall to hell.”

『…….』

“But even if we go to hell, the rulers of this principality, who rot this country, must join us there as well.”
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“A demon?”

Leo, with a slight anger in his tone, struggled to suppress his fury.

“Are you saying that the so-called revolutionary army sold their souls to a demon?”

Unlike the idiomatic usage in Khan’s world, where “selling one’s soul to a demon” was a common phrase, in this world, such transactions were a reality. Many people borrowed a demon’s power at the cost of their souls, and sometimes, these individuals even caused demons to manifest in Midland.

Leo was furious upon realizing that the ‘corruption of the revolutionary army’ that Welt spoke of was connected to a demon.

“Not all of them. But half of the leadership… maybe even all of them by now might have signed contracts with demons.”

“You must have informed the Pantheon Church about this.”

“…Hmm. It’s been a while, so there’s quite a bit of dust. Eson, go fetch a duster. It seems the lack of maintenance has rendered this place unusable. Next time, I’ll have to assign someone to manage the hideout as well. Tsk.”

Despite suddenly shifting the topic and assigning a trivial task, Eson was about to complain before seeing the lowered, somber eyes of Welt, and he quieted down.

It was an implicit order to leave.

The upcoming conversation was not meant for Eson’s ears.

“…Damn. Fine, I’ll step aside quietly.”

Eson, typically the type to voice a few complaints, recognized the gravity of the situation. His strategic understanding surpassed his curiosity about the sudden mention of demons; it was more crucial for Welt to safely conduct the conversation.

“Tell me later.”

“I will.”

After Eson left, only Khan’s group and Welt remained in the old, shabby vigilante hideout.

“Well then, shall we resume our conversation?”

Despite the situation, where he was surrounded by those who could kill him at any moment, Welt showed no sign of being overawed. His composure stemmed not from confidence in his abilities but from the awareness of his own utility, akin to a shrewd negotiator.

“The answer to whether I informed the Pantheon Church is no. The first reason being that my certainty was based on circumstantial evidence, not solid proof. The second being that the Pantheon Church, despite its formidable power, refrains from deeply entangling itself with foreign political situations. Lastly, I had a personal wish to provide a chance for the comrades in the revolution to redeem themselves.”

“Once someone sells their soul to a demon, there is no chance for redemption.”


“That’s the Pantheon Church’s one-sided stance. I have never encountered a demon in my life. Moreover, the moment the revolutionary army is crushed by the Pantheon Church, my country will be left in ruins beyond any hope of recovery. How could I allow that?”

Welt conveyed the grim reality of the principality with a weary expression. However, Leo seemed unsatisfied with the explanation and immediately retorted.

“But do you understand that your inaction could endanger the entire continent?”

Demons were cunning.

They exploit the desperations of mortals, projecting their power onto Midland. Their influence spreads, creating more demon worshippers who, in turn, increase the number of victims. Despite the Pantheon Church’s warnings about the dangers of demons, it was futile. When faced with a being that could grant their deepest desires, anyone would be tempted to grasp their hand.

“I am aware. But that argument doesn’t resonate with us very much.”

“What do you mean…!”

“The notion that the continent might suffer due to a demon? What can we do about it? Our world is confined to this large landmass of a principality. No, for most common people, their little town is their entire world.”

As someone born into noble status within the empire, often referred to as the center of the continent, Leo, who walked the path of a paladin, couldn’t comprehend such a perspective. Thus, he found himself at a loss for words.

“The same goes for me. This principality is my world. So, I live to protect my world.”

“So, do you have a way to resolve this situation?”

Khan, noting Leo’s speechlessness, asked Welt with a hint of sarcasm.

“The revolutionary army was organized to oppose the tyranny of the rulers, but how are they any better than the rulers of the principality? No matter how noble their cause, a demon worshiper is still a demon worshiper. What if the revolution succeeds? That would only be a bigger problem.”

“A country ruled by demon worshipers? I’d like to see that. Though it will undoubtedly be burned to the ground by the Pantheon Church.”

Ludmilla’s mocking laugh had merit to it.

With the Pantheon Church’s capabilities, eradicating a mediocre human nation outside the empire would be a simple task.

“In the end, whether the revolution succeeds or fails, this country is doomed.”

“I am aware of that as well. Of course, I haven’t been idle.”

The resignation in Welt’s voice shifted to a sudden sharpness, as if the preceding conversation had merely been a prelude.

“But before discussing the solution I’ve prepared, let’s clarify your objectives. What do you want, and how can I assist in making it happen?”


Welt knew that Khan’s group had needs, and Welt, in turn, needed their strength. It was about making the terms of their exchange clear.

“I want you to join my plan and lend your strength. The revolutionary army I belong to lacks sufficient military power. In contrast, you are formidable warriors, capable of compensating for our lack of force.”

“We’re searching for the Sorcerer’s Ruins.”

“If it’s the Sorcerer’s Ruins you’re after… I see. Now I understand why you sought out ‘Welt, the former leader of the revolutionary army.’

By aiding the revolutionary army in defeating the regular army, you’d be free to move through the regular army’s territory.”

“That’s part of it. The prince of the principality is not exactly a trustworthy person either.”

“That’s true.”

Welt easily understood Khan’s reason for seeking him out.

To reach the site where the Sorcerer’s Ruins were discovered, one had to venture into the regular army’s territory, particularly passing through the largest canyon gate in the principality.

A gate so formidable that even the Greenskins, who once flooded the lands of warriors, couldn’t cross it and turned back.

“It won’t be easy. The Sorcerer’s Ruins are a place the principality has heavily guarded. Mages from the Tower often visit for research. Recently, an old mage has taken up residence there.”

“So, if we help with your plan, we can secure access to the ruins?”

“To be honest, it will still be difficult. The city where the ruins are located, is deep within the regular army’s territory. However, depending on how much you can contribute, we might be able to change the stakes.”

Finally ready to reveal his hidden ‘plan,’ Welt paused meaningfully before continuing.

“Soon, there will be a large-scale clash between the regular army and the revolutionary army. It will be the largest since the revolution began and might significantly tilt the fate of the principality. The location will be the canyon gate we mentioned earlier, and the revolutionary army’s leadership is determined to break through the canyon on that day.”

“…So, they might invoke the power of a demon.”

“Indeed. It would be impossible for the revolutionary army to break through a gate guarded by nearly ten knights with their strength alone. They’ll undoubtedly resort to a demon’s power. Naturally, all attention will be focused on the gate. The presence of the revolutionary army will be forgotten….”

That will be the time for us to move.

—

The ruler of the Georges Principality, First Prince Raul, was a highly egocentric individual. Though capable, his greed surpassed his abilities.


“These foolish wretches are seeking their own graves.”

“…It’s not something to take lightly.”

“A bunch of vermin squirming around without even a single knight among them? What war are we talking about? Isn’t that right, sir Ehhram?”

Despite being the de facto ruler of a nation, Prince Raul’s tone still bore the mark of a spoiled child, a fact that caused Ehhram to frown in discontent.

“Knights are not invincible. While they are protected by Aura, the Aura is not infinite. With the aid of magical artifacts, their spears can still pierce a knight’s heart….”

“Ha! Even so, they are just vermin who will be swept away when faced against someone like Sir Ehhram, won’t they?”

“If you annihilate them all, you will never ascend to the throne of the principality.”

“That’s something you don’t know! These vermin are delaying my ascension, so they need to be eliminated swiftly. It’s actually convenient that they’re gathering in one place.”

Prince Raul’s eyes gleamed with murderous intent. It wasn’t the look of a novice who had never personally killed anyone.

It was the gaze of someone with the power to erase hundreds, even thousands of lives with a single word.

“Leave only the bare minimum of troops required for border defense and send all elite soldiers, knights, and mages to the Dieren Canyon. We will wipe out the revolutionary army there, and I will become the king. Naturally, sir Ehhram, you will have to be there as well.”

“My duty is to assist Your Highness.”

“Then I will go to the Dieren Canyon as well.”

“…Stay in the fortress city behind the canyon. We can’t have you risking yourself against their blind strikes.”

As First Prince Raul’s personal campaign was confirmed, the revolutionary army, without hiding their massive offensive, began their march towards the Dieren Canyon.

“According to our operative, the Great Swordsman Ehhram has headed to the fortress city. Prince Raul will be there too.”

“If it’s that brutal prince, he wouldn’t want to miss the moment of his massacre. Comrade Camus Ecel’s predictions were accurate!”

“……”

Camus Ecel glanced with his hazy eyes at the revolutionary army’s leadership, who were laughing joyfully and praising him.

『……!』

‘Yes, I can see it.’

Behind the backs of the leaders who showed no tension about the impending war, Camus Ecel saw the figure of a demon. Evidence that each, to varying degrees, had accepted a demon’s power.

There was no justice in the tyrannical rulers of the principality, nor in the revolutionary army that rose against them.

Even if the revolutionary army won, they would go down in history as demon worshipers who sold their souls to massacre the rulers.

Camus Ecel was acutely aware of this fact.

‘This is a necessary act.’

There were no excuses. Only actions and results mattered now.

“We will reclaim freedom for the principality’s people.”

With Camus Ecel’s determined proclamation, the revolutionary comrades cheered.

At the entrance of the Dieren Canyon, where the unprecedented battle would occur, eight figures rose, overlooking the path to the gate.

“Alright, let’s split into two groups as planned. I’ll take Aries and Leonir as Group 1. Welt and the others will be Group 2. Alejandro, the most crucial role is yours.”

“Yes, boss! Leave it to me!”

Saluting in a clumsy manner, Alejandro and Group 2 disappeared deeper into the Dieren Canyon.

According to Welt’s plan, they would follow Alejandro, the master of stealth and infiltration, towards the fortress city.

The role of Group 1, waiting at the canyon’s entrance, was simple.

Exterminate a demons.

“If they start using a demon’s power…”

“Yeah. At that moment, don’t hesitate. Go wild.”

Khan chuckled at the savage dialogue between Leo and Aries.

‘He might gain a new companion.’

Whoever the new demon trapped alongside Augrabes’s avatar in Aecharis’s pocket would be, it would surely regret its choice.

Especially at the hands of an Apostle of the Goddess of Justice and his warriors who had reached superhuman levels.
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“They look like a swarm of ants.”

Khan clicked his tongue, making this observation as he watched the only passage leading to the canyon gate at the entrance of the Dureng Canyon.

It had been the seventh morning since news of the revolutionary army’s massive advance had spread. A battalion of soldiers appeared, shaking the entire canyon, waving flags adorned with an inverted crown.

“They said at least a thousand troops would come. It seems there are more than that.”

As Leo observed, the forces of the revolutionary army gathered in Dureng Canyon numbered about 1,500.

Of course, it was easy to tell that most of them were untrained militiamen just by looking at their disorganized armament and sloppy formations. In reality, their exchange ratio with properly trained elite soldiers would be barely one to three—a motley crew, indeed.

‘Still, there are a lot of them…’

1,500.

According to the information conveyed by the self-defense forces scattered throughout the Principality, the current forces stationed at the canyon gate included nine knights and three hundred standing soldiers. Simple math meant that each soldier at the gate would have to take down five to balance the exchange ratio.

“Slaughter.”

Despite the overwhelming wave of numbers, Aries opined that the revolutionary side would be massacred unilaterally. Leo and Khan shared the same sentiment. Strategies like human wave tactics were hardly feasible in Midland.

A single knight could easily show an exchange ratio of one to a hundred, even up to one to two hundred. And knights can certainly push beyond even that. Moreover, when considering the advantages of defending, the number 1,500 might simply become a flock of scarecrows.

“Now I’m more convinced. Without the help of a demon or similar entity, they couldn’t even dream of such a frontal assault.”

With Leo’s sharp reaction as he placed his hand on the Demon Crusher, Khan’s gaze naturally shifted to Aries.

“Dark energy?”

“It’s still faint due to the distance, but I can feel it. And it’s getting closer.”

“No more doubt then.”

“Sir, if that’s the case?”

“Yes, we’ll intervene. But not immediately.”

Khan’s gaze remained indifferent as he looked down at the revolutionary army beginning to pass through the passage one by one.


The original plan of Welt was to use the battle at the gate as a distraction to approach Prince Raul, who had left his headquarters.

‘It was the same in the final battle of the second act.’

Just as the revolutionary army, who should have been agents of justice, colluded with demons, the grand narrative seemed unwavering even in this world line where Welt, who was supposed to become the new leader of the Republic, was struggling in an unexpected place.

In this world too, Welt aimed to secure Prince Raul, the ruler of the Principality and the main instigator, to resolve the situation. It was a method that matched his belief that the only ones hurt in a full-scale war would be the citizens of the Principality.

‘The biggest problem will be Ehram the Great Sword.’

Ehram, the final boss of the second act, possessed strength that was unmatched by those who had not reached the pinnacle of superhuman capabilities. However, they had Ludmilla on their side.

‘Alejandro and Eson… I’m not sure how much help they’ll be.’

There was also Maya, now equipped with legendary gear and capable of holding her own against knights. And Welt, who would be the key figure in the battle against Ehram.

As long as no one as strong as Ehram suddenly appeared and attacked the party, there shouldn’t be any unexpected variables.

“…The moment the revolutionary army draws on the demons’ power, we make our move.”

*

‘Damn, is she human or a ghost?’

Alejandro, who led the second team, acted as a sort of guide.

Specifically, he was to use his specialty in ‘thievery’ to bypass the canyon gate and infiltrate the fortress city situated behind it.

Naturally, this was an almost impossible task. Dureng Canyon was one of the largest canyons in Midland, so rugged that traversing it was impossible without following the established path. It was said that one would need superhuman physical abilities to even attempt it.

Conversely, those with superhuman abilities could bypass Dureng Canyon. That was why one of the party’s most significant assets, Ludmilla, was assigned to the second team.

“Stay still. If you struggle, you might fall.”

Despite Ludmilla’s gentle warning, Alejandro couldn’t quite calm down. Who could blame him?

‘We’re in the air…! We’re flying!’

Humans cannot fly. It’s a basic, unchanging fact. At least for ordinary people. Some mages from the Tower had created flying spells, and the elite empire’s knights were known to use aura to create footholds in the air, overcoming spatial restrictions.


However, Ludmilla’s method seemed fundamentally different from these.

“Is this a spell too, Ludmilla-nim?”

“What else would it be? Ah, but it’s not like the dusty old spells from the Tower. I was inspired by the magical gems of the sorceress.”

Maya Eldred, the lance of Palam, couldn’t hide her astonishment and asked. Ludmilla, revealing her pride unabashedly, lifted the corners of her mouth in a smile.

Even to Alejandro, who had little knowledge of magic, Ludmilla’s method appeared extraordinarily special, making it impossible for him to feel any enmity. He could only marvel.

‘You can create something like this with a spell…’

Shortly after leaving the entrance of the canyon where Khan had been, Ludmilla took out a rectangular stone from her bosom.

No sooner had she whispered into it than the stone turned into a chick about the size of a person.

“Why a chick of all things…?”

“Because it’s cute.”

Ludmilla, having brushed off Alejandro’s trivial question, recited the incantation once again. The golem chick flapped its wings and began to gradually lower its altitude.

“It seems we’ve already passed the gate. Look down there, do you see those dots, young lady?”

“Yes, those are probably… reinforcements from the Principality.”

Before they could even marvel at the fact that they had covered a distance that would take a day or two on foot in just a few hours, their attention was drawn to the procession of dots moving below them.

“Old man Welt, do they really stand a chance?”

“…They probably wouldn’t have started this if they didn’t think they could win. If the revolutionary army’s leadership were all idiots, the revolution would have failed a long time ago. I haven’t seen this so-called demon power myself, though.”

“If they’ve truly borrowed the power of demons, surviving will be more of an issue than winning.”

Maya Eldred had indirectly experienced the immense power of a Transcendent through the Golden Dragon Areolus. She recalled the moment when that incomplete, mindless monster swatted aside Khan—a symbol of superhuman—with a single blow.

“Well, it’s unlikely the demon itself will directly manifest. Even if it does, there will be various restrictions in place. Those three should be able to handle it. We need to prioritize our task here.”

Soon, we should be able to see the fortress city, right?


Indeed, as Ludmilla had said, the golem chick had flown past the reinforcements sent by Prince Raul and was now nearing the fortress city. They could see the city’s stronghold in the distance.

“Um, it would be best to just pass by the fortress city for now.”

“Alright.”

“Aren’t you going to ask why, witch-nim?”

“There must be a reason your leader chose you as the guide, right? And they say you’ve got a knack for thievery.”

“Hehe, indeed I do.”

What man wouldn’t be pleased with praise from a beautiful woman? Alejandro’s wide grin still didn’t inspire much confidence, but his subsequent explanation justified Khan’s decision to choose him as the guide.

“From my experience robbing noble houses, it’s often safer to exit proudly through the front gate than to sneak out.”

“Hmm… That’s an interesting notion. Why is that?”

“Imagine it. Who would expect a thief who has stolen something to brazenly walk out the front gate? Especially in a place like a noble’s mansion, where many people come and go. They’ll just assume you’re a servant or a worker sent by a guild and dismiss any suspicion.”

Alejandro’s suggestion to disembark after passing the fortress city was based on the same logic.

“Right now, the fortress city is preoccupied with receiving and deploying the troops sent by Prince Raul. Anyone approaching from the opposite direction would be accepted without much scrutiny. There’s no one else expected to be coming to the fortress city from the regular army’s territory at this time.”

“And if we get caught at a checkpoint… have you thought of a way to handle that?”

“Well, something will come up.”

“Something will come up….”

Eson grumbled with a sullen face. This operation was crucial to determining the fate of the Georges Principality. Moving forward with such a plan based on ‘something will come up’?

‘Is it because it’s a foreign matter?’

Of course, Eson knew this dissatisfaction wasn’t entirely justified. Welt had chosen to leverage their help because they couldn’t resolve it on their own, and Eson had agreed to that.

But emotionally, he couldn’t help but feel discontent. Alejandro’s appearance—this lanky, bald-headed figure—was fundamentally untrustworthy.

If not for the incredible flying display by the so-called “witch”, Ludmilla, he might have voiced his dissatisfaction.

‘Let’s see if he really pulls this off….’

Eson swallowed his frustration and grit his teeth, awaiting the success of Alejandro’s plan. And much to Eson’s chagrin, the soldiers of the fortress city let them inside with hardly any trouble.

“I thought it was over, and now even mercenaries are crawling in? Isn’t this overkill just to catch a revolutionary army? Tch. Next!”

The garrison commander guarding the city gate complained about Prince Raul’s excessive troop deployments instead of thoroughly checking them.

“Hehe. It’s challenging, I know. We came because we heard about the money, but it seems many have gathered. I wonder if they’ll even hire mercenaries after all this.”

“You don’t have to worry about that. The prince seems determined to crush the revolutionary army overwhelmingly. He hired quite a few other mercenary groups besides yours. In fact, you’re late. More than ten mercenary groups have already passed through this gate.”

You should hurry up.

The commander even offered advice to the suspicious mercenary group and gladly accepted the silver coin Alejandro handed him.

“Take care!”

“Right. Be careful not to get hit by a stray sword.”

Leaving behind the garrison commander, with whom they exchanged pleasantries and had come to kidnap the prince, Alejandro grinned widely.

“See? I told you it’d work.”

“… Why did that actually work.”
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The fortress city, true to its name, was designed to facilitate combat throughout its entirety. Military facilities were strategically placed throughout the city for a war of attrition through urban warfare should the gate’s defenses be breached and the fortress walls fall.

“First, we need to find out where Prince Raul is staying.”

Disguised as a typical mercenary party, the second team’s destination was a shabby tavern.

Precisely, it was a temporary base provided by an informant who used to relay information about the fortress city to the self-defense force. According to Welt’s explanation, the tavern owner had already left for another city in search of a new life.

“Prince Raul enjoys luxury and flaunting his status, so I’d guess he’s at the Lord’s mansion, right?”

“It’s not that simple to judge based solely on Prince Raul’s tendencies. Ehram is by his side. If Prince Raul intended to act freely, he would have visited the gate in person.”

Ehram the Great Sword, considered the biggest obstacle in this operation, was an iconic figure of the Principality.

He was a formidable warrior, possibly even a superhuman, whose battle prowess was said to embody the full might of the Principality. His true combat power, enhanced by magical weapons, could rival other superhumans.

Naturally, his authority was nearly equal to that of Prince Raul. In fact, Ehram was the one person Prince Raul found challenging.

“… Ludmilla, you assured us that you could handle Ehram, which is why we allocated our forces accordingly. But things might get complicated. If that happens, our top priority must be to secure the prince.”

“Do as you like.”

“Regardless, the place where Prince Raul is will inevitably be heavily guarded. It will stand out. So we need someone to scout the city…”

“Send the monkey.”

“Hehe. Of course, I should go!”

Alejandro left with a wide grin at Ludmilla’s command and returned in less than thirty minutes.

“Are you sure you scouted properly? You came back very quickly….”

“Who do you think I am?”

Eson showed a dubious reaction to Alejandro’s confidence, but Alejandro had indeed found Prince Raul’s location in that short time.

In an absolutely certain way, leaving no chance that the information was a decoy planted by Prince Raul’s side.

“You know the wall near the gate? Knights were blatantly guarding the wall, encircling a spot. And at the center, a pig wearing a crown was looking through a strange magical device. I wanted to get closer to confirm, but I had a bad feeling, so I just came back.”


“Trusting your instincts is wise. Had you ignored them, you might have been caught by the knight Ehram.”

“Goodness, is that true? But it was quite a distance…”

“Ludmilla is right. Ehram’s detection abilities are exceptional.”

“How do you know that, old man? You talk like you heard it directly from him.”

Ignoring Alejandro’s question, Welt skillfully packed various weapons he had kept nearby for quick access.

“It’s a bit tricky since he’s on the wall, but we have no other choice. We’ll have to make do. Is that alright, Ludmilla-nim?”

“A worthless question.”

Ludmilla.

Not called the Witch of Loren for nothing, she did not show respect even to a revolutionary who might have lived twice her lifespan. Earning her respect was extremely rare in her life. One of the few exceptions was the barbarian from the north.

That’s why Ludmilla was here.

“Uuuungg.”

The interior of the shabby tavern silently trembled. Amidst the shaking old tables and chairs vibrating as if caught in an earthquake, the strange phenomenon was observed solely within the tavern.

A stunningly precise control of mana. Her method of handling mana as if it were an extension of her own body and limbs reminded one of the golden dragon, Areolus, from earlier.

“Ehram of the Great Sword. It seems your name is fairly known around the outskirts, but that’s all there is to it. Perhaps if you were a Bannerman of the Empire. A fool who thinks the small world is everything has no chance against me.”

Pride, to the point of madness, radiated from her.

Yet it did not feel arrogant. Just as she had crossed the ravine inspired by the artifact of the mage, her figure enveloped in the inexplicable phenomenon was the very image of a witch.

“I don’t fancy fighting, but since he trusted and left it to me, I will do my part.”

***

‘With this much, the revolutionary army will be easily crushed.’

Prince Raul, watching the scene of the ravine gate through a farsight magical device on the fortress city’s wall, smiled.


How long he had awaited the day he would seize the throne, left empty by the sudden death of the preceding king. Had it not been entangled with the ‘Demon Descent Incident’ in Bates, he would have ascended to the throne long ago. However, being in a position where he could not ignore the Empire’s opinion, he had no choice but to delay his coronation, and as if seizing that opportunity, a revolution had erupted.

‘Useless vermin.’

In truth, the revolution itself wouldn’t have delayed Prince Raul’s coronation, but a handwritten letter from the cardinal of the Pantheon Church had tied his hands. It was a situation where he had no choice but to care about public sentiment immediately.

In that sense, the large-scale movement of the revolutionary army this time was rather what Prince Raul had been waiting for.

It was an opportunity to justly sweep away the revolutionary army without worrying about the cardinal’s opinion, an opportunity that came walking right to his feet. How could he not be pleased?

“It’s a shame to see this spectacle alone. What do you say? Sir Ehram, I could lend you the magical device for a moment.”

“… I don’t wish to go near that old fool’s magical device.”

“Ha… If that is your wish.”

A firm refusal.

Though he had not yet ascended the throne, he was virtually the ruler of the principality, and this was a rejection of Prince Raul’s goodwill. That too, in front of other knights. In the common sense of Midland, it was an unthinkable act. But in the case of the Georges Principality, the figure of the Great Sword Ehram could afford to do so.

At least on this continent, the fame of the Great Sword Ehram surpassed that of the ruler of the Georges Principality.

Gnashing his teeth, unable to hide his emotions, Prince Raul sneered at Ehram.

‘No matter, you’re just a dog bound by an oath.’

Through the church’s priest, the subject of the oath had long been transferred from the former king to himself. Whether the Great Sword Ehram or anyone else, in the end, they had no choice but to obey his commands, even if they hated it.

Feeling a twisted sense of satisfaction, Prince Raul was about to bring his head back to the farsight magical device prepared by the duchy’s mage.

“Who─ is it─!”

“Ugh!”

The roar bursting from Ehram’s mouth echoed like thunder over the wall. Immediately reacting, the knights surrounded Prince Raul in a solid defense, vigilant of their surroundings.

“Swwing!”

Aura erupted from Ehram’s hand, who was holding the national sword, Lafante, bestowed by the late king. It perfectly matched his alias, the Great Sword.


‘What on earth is happening…!’

Prince Raul, suddenly crouching and pressed to the ground, peeked through the wall of knights to look outside. But all he could see was Ehram holding an aura blade nearly 240cm long.

“The sky! A mage!”

At the warning from a knight, Prince Raul also turned his gaze to the sky. His eyes narrowed as he spotted a giant chick floating there. What is that supposed to be?

While the prince expressed his bewilderment over the bizarre phenomenon of a flying golem chick, a bewitching voice tickled his ears from above the chick.

“Indeed, you are not just an empty name.”

“Protect your body with aura! That voice itself is a spell─!”

“Quick perception. Then, shall we see how your sword skills fare?”

As soon as the lazy voice, in stark contrast to the serious situation, finished speaking,

Whoosh-! Whoosh─!

Flame orbs the size of a human torso filled the sky over the wall. When their number reached fifty, the knights momentarily suspected it was an illusion spell. However, the heat penetrating their armor and touching their skin was real.

“Protect the prince─!”

“Devotion…!”

Blue aura collided with red flame orbs.

Despite the general reputation that knights from non-Empire countries were mostly mediocre, they were, unmistakably, beings beyond ordinary. Yet the clash between the spells cast by a single mage and aura was evenly matched.

Considering the flame orbs were completed in a blink of an eye, it was a nightmarish situation.

“An exceptional level!”

Ehram, deflecting more than half of the flame orbs with his aura blade, immediately judged the opponent’s danger level. At least equal to himself, perhaps even more…!

“Isn’t it too early to judge?”

The mage’s voice, hidden by the golem chick, made every nerve in his body stand on edge. The surrounding mana flow, which was in chaos, foretold an impending catastrophe. But how could they stop a mage showering down spells from above?

‘That’s it!’

In a brief moment, Ehram made a decision.

Stepping lightly on the wall’s ledge, Ehram’s body, bursting with aura, streaked towards the golem chick at a phenomenal speed. A blue trail pierced through the golem, and the frantic mana flow around stopped instantly.

“As expected of Sir Ehram…!”

The knights who were anxiously watching for the impending spell on the wall praised Ehram.

‘No, it’s not over yet!’

The golem chick, which they assumed the mage was riding, was empty. If so, what was that voice they had heard until now?

‘We’ve been tricked!’

Drawing attention with an overwhelming display of flame orbs that seemed like an illusion, the mage must have hidden their true location with some trickery. So what did it signify when the chaotic mana flow in the air abruptly ceased?

The completion of the spell.

“No─!”

“It’s too late.”

Despite the blood-curdling roar, Ehram’s body was plummeting helplessly. Only then did Ehram realize the opponent’s true goal was to separate him from the wall. The most solid shield, himself!

“Unleash─.”

A rather playful voice. But the disaster brought by that voice was far from playful.

Foohahahah──!

A red sphere that materialized above the phalanx centered around Prince Raul exploded. A fiery waterfall of flames poured downward, engulfing the knights and Prince Raul.

Given that the oath of loyalty binding him was still active, Prince Raul was not dead yet. It was unclear whether this was due to the knights’ concerted effort or the mage’s plan to secure the prince’s life, but Ehram’s task was clear.

“Die─!”

As if he had been there from the beginning, Ehram accelerated toward the violet-haired woman who had appeared on a building’s roof below the wall.

Typically, it was impossible for a mage to match the speed of a knight approaching the level of a transcendent. Ehram intended to eliminate the mage and nullify the spell with a single strike.

However, the mage was not alone.

Thunk……!

A spearman with reddish-brown hair appeared, spreading a barrier. The legendary artifact ‘Guardian’s Buckler’ blocked Ehram’s strike. Though the shield’s wielder couldn’t withstand the impact and was flung far away, the original purpose was achieved.

The mage, who had improvised a new transmutation formula over the previously activated spell, clenched their fist.

“Boom─.”

Immediately, the sound of an explosion swallowed everything.
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The explosion was powerful enough to collapse the entire wall. The waterfall of flames that engulfed Prince Raul and his knights was pushed back by the shockwave, allowing the knights, who had survived by fully unleashing their aura, to escape with Prince Raul.

“Well, this is an amusing trick.”

“Kehehe. You’ve got some skill for a woman.”

Ludmilla recognized the presence of a mage who had intervened in her spell. The opponent, seemingly unbothered about concealing himself, revealed his presence not far from the building Ludmilla was standing on.

“That spell doesn’t look like the tedious techniques of the Mage Tower. Who taught you?”

“I don’t have a teacher.”

“Judging by your nonsense, it seems you need to be taught a lesson.”

The old mage had the typical appearance of someone who had been holed up in a study for a long time, with a sallow complexion and a gaunt figure, as if he could die at any moment.

But he could not be underestimated.

“I am the master of the Glonas School. I don’t know who taught you your spells, but it must have been an extraordinary individual for you to reach that level at your age. Such prowess requires a brilliant teacher, regardless of one’s innate talent.”

Not all mages outside the Mage Tower were amateurs. Some built their unique spell systems, becoming great masters. This old man, known as the Grand Master of the principality, was one such master with numerous disciples.

Naturally, he was a highly skilled mage, and in terms of combat, he excelled compared to a typical Mage Tower magus.

“Given your goal seems to be Prince Raul, I’m afraid I can’t just stand by. As long as the principality is the patron of my school.”

The Grand Master, holding a staff exuding a remarkable mana flow, let out a sinister laugh. It was a red staff he acquired from the black market in Bates.

“With no shame, I’ll join forces with Sir Ehram to subdue you.”

“…That mage is no ordinary opponent.”

“Well, we won’t know until we fight, will we? Sir Ehram.”

Despite his words, the Grand Master did not underestimate the opponent.

The resistance he felt when he intervened in the flaming waterfall was extraordinary. If the opponent hadn’t altered the spell midway, interfering would have been impossible.

‘Still, I can’t do it alone.’


That’s the mage’s limitation.

Without a reliable vanguard, it’s impossible to focus solely on spells. A vanguard like the one who couldn’t even parry Ehram’s single strike wasn’t even worth using as a meat shield.

“Then, shall we begin?”

The Grand Master of the Glonas School confidently raised his staff. This magical artifact amplified the effectiveness of fire spells significantly, having an excellent synergy with the fire-based destructive techniques of the Glonas School.

Moreover, combining forces with a peer like Ehram enhanced their chances in the magic battle. Unless their opponent was the Tower Master of the Mage Tower, the Grand Master would not lose.

“Please handle the vanguard, Sir Ehram.”

“Click. Although I’m reluctant….”

Given the situation, it couldn’t be helped.

Ehram glanced at the exhausted knights and resolved to end the battle quickly. For that, he put aside his personal grudge against the Grand Master.

“Beware of that mage’s staff!”

At that moment, Maya, who had been hurled away after taking Ehram’s strike, stood in front of Ludmilla, warning her. He realized that the mage and the Grand Master, who had overwhelmed the demon worshippers with his superior fire spells in the black market, were the same person.

Yet, Ludmilla showed no sign of concern.

“If it’s a staff, I have one too.”

“Haha…! Did you steal some treasure from a school? Even so, it wouldn’t compare to this artifact! This is a staff comparable to an artifact…!”

“Is that so? I’m curious about that.”

Ludmilla, holding a staff adorned with a gem flickering like flames on its tip, smiled meaningfully.

『Mortalia’s Flame Staff』 (Legendary)

“Which one of us has the superior artifact?”

***

Boom──!


Crack-a-cracka! The heart-pounding sound of collisions echoed several times.

The wall, which had long been ruined by the spells flying in every direction, was in shambles. However, the bodies of those causing such destruction didn’t even have a speck of dust on them.

‘Is this truly a fight between humans…?’

How could beings that wielded disasters with mere gestures and incantations be human? Eson, a man who himself possessed the brute strength to toss four or five ordinary men, felt utterly insignificant.

Was the disparity really so vast just because they were born with the ability to use mana and utilize it proficiently?

‘This is, this is just too…’

Unfair. Yes, that word fit the situation perfectly. Even Eson, who had used his innate strength to thrash the swordsmen of the principality, felt so. How could anyone not feel the same?

“Wow… just like a woman, truly incredible.”

“Aren’t you troubled by this?”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“I mean, watching that tremendous battle, doesn’t it bother you at all?”

“Why would it bother me? If our side fights well, that’s a good thing.”

Eson’s face twisted at Alejandoro’s indifferent response, as he nonchalantly picked his nose.

“I came all this way to fight, only to end up watching because I’m not capable enough. Doesn’t that feel humiliating to you?”

“What nonsense are you spouting? I’m just doing my job and waiting.”

His words sounded like he was saying, ‘It’s your problem if you’re not capable,’ making Eson’s face turn red.

Although unwilling to admit it, Alejandoro was right. He had fulfilled the mission assigned to him flawlessly. But Eson?

‘Ah. Now I get it.’

Only just now did he realize, in the process of organizing the teams, Khan had not assigned any specific role to Eson. From the start, he hadn’t considered him capable of any mission.

“Hey, buddy. I don’t know what you’re thinking, but just let it be. Think of our boss and that witch over there as not being human. It’s easier that way.”


Alejandoro genuinely believed that.

Comparing their boss, who had wiped out half a kingdom’s castle along with the golden dragon, and the Witch of Loren, whose name was taboo in the Argon Kingdom, was utter foolishness.

“So for us normal humans, we should just focus on our given roles properly…. Hmm? Hey, look over there. Doesn’t it seem like they’re trying to escape?”

While Alejandoro was lecturing Eson, who was wallowing in newbie concerns, he noticed something suspicious on the battlefield.

They had assumed all the knights had been exhausted by Ludmilla’s spell, but there seemed to be a knight, in good condition, trying to sneak Prince Raul out of the area.

“Damn it, if we lose the prince, everything is for nothing!”

True to his words.

But the only force capable of moving freely now included only the thief Alejandoro and the somewhat inexperienced Eson.

Maya and Welt were busy flying around to protect Ludmilla from Ehram, while Ludmilla was engaged in a magical duel with the newly appeared Archmage.

“To hell with it…! Buddy, stop complaining and let’s move!”

“What? Against a knight, what are we going to do…?”

“What do you mean? Knock him out, and that’s it! Just follow me!”

***

Ehram’s sword strikes were as devastating and heavy as his reputation suggested. Maya’s body was already in shambles, despite barely avoiding fatal injuries thanks to the artifact’s power.

“More──! Hit me more…!”

“You are an insane woman.”

Nevertheless, a smile never left Maya’s lips.

The name Ehram, renowned as a knight in the fringes, had been a figure of admiration for Maya Eldred, who grew up as the daughter of a knightly family. How could she not feel joy facing him in battle, even without being a knight herself?

“Next! From the upper right to the lower left!”

“Welt…! You damned traitor!”

Of course, the reason Maya could confront Ehram, albeit one-sidedly, was largely due to Welt’s assistance. It was as if Welt could predict every move, informing Maya of the next attack.

Ehram’s rage, which was highly unusual for him, indicated some complex history between the two. However, the details were not of particular importance to Maya.

‘So that’s why my lord said he would be of help!’

Maya, thinking once again how impressive Khan was, thrust her spear of Yurun. Using the speed boost from the Boots of Wind of Eleh, the spear tip branched out multiple times, enveloping Ehram.

“Futile──!”

Clang…!

Ehram’s superior reflexes deflected all the spear strikes. Not stopping there, he aimed a kick with the force of a battering ram to send Maya flying, but her body moved out of range like being pulled away by someone.

“You still rely heavily on your footwork, Ehram.”

“You bastard…!”

It was Welt. He had accurately predicted Ehram’s counterattack and pulled Maya out of the way. A stalemate ensued for a moment. Ehram’s intense glaring at Welt indicated serious intentions, while Welt received the gaze with a slightly troubled look.

“I haven’t paid much attention to your whereabouts until now because I respected your choices. But now you seek to harm the ruler of the principality? Is this the choice you made after abandoning the way of a knight? Answer me─!”

“…Raul is not the ruler of the principality. He is a plague upon it.”

“Ha! Then does that justify the so-called revolutionary army’s plundering of supplies from the citizens?”

“That’s exactly why I am here, Ehram.”

“What nonsense are you spouting…!”

Their conversation was abruptly cut off by the intensified sounds of the ongoing magical duel.

“Can we skip the long stories and focus on the matter at hand? Look, the target is escaping.”

“Ehram. I don’t claim my choice is right, but I don’t think it’s wrong either.”

“Betrayal is betrayal-.”

“Conversation is over. Step aside!”

“Dammit…!”

Despite Ehram’s frustration, Welt’s gaze was already fixed on Prince Raul, who was getting further away. Ultimately, this battle was about securing that tyrant.

Ludmilla also did not forget her role. The magical duel wasn’t simply about displaying pure magical prowess but involved intricate tactics. As the opponent’s limits began to show, she prepared to finish things decisively.

‘Not as impressive as I thought.’

With a slightly bored expression, she drew upon a portion of the vast reservoir of power within her small frame, her eyes shining.

“You should call yourself a master thief, clearly you’re adept at stealing.”

“Keh. What nonsense are you talking about…?”

“I mean that this fight is coming to an end.”

Just as the Grand Master of the Glonas School, looking puzzled, cast another spell, and Ehram fended off the aggressive attacks of Welt and Maya,

“Waaaaaah…! To hell with it all! You bastards!”

Eson appeared, swinging his glaive, emerging between the buildings to confront the knights. One of the knights, trying to clear the path for Prince Raul, momentarily faltered due to Eson’s unexpected strength.

“Ugh…!”

Alejandoro, who had a knack for stealth even Khan couldn’t read easily, pounced and struck the knight carrying Prince Raul from behind.

“Damn! Knights or not, a blow to the back of the head incapacitates anyone… Gah! This prince is ridiculously heavy…!”

It was the moment when the master thief Alejandoro succeeded in stealing the prince of a nation.
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 159

				
“It seems a clash is imminent.”

Leo murmured this wordlessly as he watched the advance of the revolutionary army with a cold, settled gaze.

‘As expected from a paladin.’

Although he behaved submissively during our first encounter, he was indeed a paladin. In the original history, he had risen to become the youngest commander of the Paladins and ultimately led a failed reformation of the church due to his eventual corruption. Finding a more zealous paladin than him would be challenging.

Such a person now stood face-to-face with demon-worshipping revolutionaries who had accepted demon power. It was a miracle that he hadn’t yet charged into the fray to start a bloodbath.

Of course, there was a reason for his restraint.

“If demons are behind this, there’s no way they’d just watch this battlefield unfold. They were likely orchestrating this from the beginning. Their ultimate goal is probably—”

“Descent.”

Aries was right.

As with Augrabes in Bates, demons generally wish to break free from Hell and descend into the prey-rich Midland. Especially now with the Transcendents capable of challenging demons trapped in the Grand Dark Realm, this tendency is even stronger.

It was not difficult to infer the purpose of the demon that had swallowed up the revolutionary army’s leadership.

“On the contrary, it’s an opportunity. If we crush the demon, ignorant of its descent, here and now, we can inflict significant damage to its true form.”

“Moreover, the moment immediately after its descent is when it’s most vulnerable, as noted in the knight’s handbook.”

“Without its legion, it’s only a half-manifestation.”

With two paladins, hints were more than enough to have them arrive at the correct answer.

“Anyway, the demon’s power won’t appear right from the start. If those guarding the canyon gate are sane, they’ll aim to maintain the advantages of defense to the maximum—. Oh, these lunatics.”

“They are not sane.”

Khan sighed. Even Aries displayed an unusually flabbergasted expression, which spoke volumes about the absurdity of the sight before them.

“For the Principality! Sweep away those rebels!”

“Leave none alive!”


“Kill them all! Don’t let other mercenary groups take them!”

Suddenly, the drawbridge to the canyon gate lowered, and troops from the gate poured out in droves. Abandoning the defensive position and charging out was an inexplicable choice.

Although considering the disparity in forces between the revolutionary army and the regular army might make it seem somewhat reasonable, there was no need for such a move. Among the troops pouring out were also armed groups presumed to be mercenaries.

“This is not good.”

The escalation of the battle naturally leads to an increase in casualties, which in turn results in more sacrifices for the demons.

Indeed, a wedge composed mainly of knights and mercenaries began to pierce through the ranks of the revolutionary army, exponentially increasing the destruction.

People trampled to death by the hooves of warhorses, bodies exploding from the knights’ auras, people crushed to death by their comrades’ feet, and corpses with ears severed by the mercenaries’ ruthless blades…

‘Sigh. As with any war, it’s the same story…’

Not all revolutionary soldiers were under the demon’s influence. Many were unaware of anything and simply sacrificed their lives for the revolution. Naturally, their deaths were unjust.

That said, neither Khan nor the paladins Aries and Leo would personally intervene to stop the war.

In this world, disputes among secular nations are recurring events. Their primary role was to exterminate heretics and demons.

“The leaders are moving.”

While Khan quelled his discomfort, the charge of the knights and mercenaries on horseback reached the revolutionary army’s headquarters.

The qualifications for becoming a leader in the revolutionary army relied on the support of the people wanting revolution rather than military prowess. Most likely, they were not battle-hardened, and in reality, their armament was lackluster even compared to other revolutionary soldiers.

“Camus Ecel…! The leader of the revolutionary army!”

“The gold coins hanging from that guy’s head are worth over ten!”

“Be careful of his magic!”

However, Camus Ecel was different.

A wandering mage known for wielding blue magic capable of freezing entire orcs. His well-known story involved settling down after forming a family with a woman he met in the Principality, only to lose his wife and children due to noble tyranny, leaving him blind.

“What a pitiful sight.”


His blurred vision, restored by accepting the power of demons, saw his revolutionary comrades being massacred and the regular army carrying out a one-sided slaughter.

“Let’s get rid of these filthy things quickly!”

“With this power, I can destroy all the lackeys of the powerful!”

“Kill them! Kill the knights!”

And then, the leaders of the revolutionary army, seized by demonic madness, charged with terrifying roars. Though their appearances hadn’t changed much, from Camus Ecel’s perspective, they were demons incarnate.

The demons of the regular army and the demons of the revolutionary army intertwined, spilling blood everywhere. If this place wasn’t hell, then where else could be?

『……Open it.』

The whisper of the demon was so clear. It meant this canyon was that close to hell. Moreover, in such a short time, hundreds of lives had been lost, more than enough to “open” the “gate.”

Camus Ecel reached towards the sky.

“These madmen…! Where are they getting such power!”

“It’s a spell! They’re preparing a spell in the rear! Kill that blind man first!”

“Protect Comrade Camus Ecel!”

Seeing this, the battlefield clashed even more fiercely, thinking that a spell to annihilate the regular troops was being prepared.

“I have kept my promise.”

The demon laughed.

“You must keep yours. Drag all the rulers of the principality to hell and inflict eternal pain on them.”

If it meant that the oppressors of this principality, who had taken his wife and children, would suffer, he was prepared to sacrifice even his soul.

Camus Ecel created an altar. This altar was the entire canyon gate, and the sacrifices were the bodies and souls of the humans who had died here. This was forbidden knowledge to humans, the knowledge of demons.

“Open.”

The altar and sacrifices were prepared. All that was left was the passage through which the demon would invade. Of course, even that passage was already prepared.


“Ugh. What is happening all of a sudden…!”

“Something is moving inside my body…!”

The revolutionaries who had accepted the demon’s power stopped fighting and began to convulse. The knights and mercenaries who were fighting them looked on in puzzlement.

Camus Ecel laughed.

“Let’s all go to hell together.”

Crunch! Crackle-crackle!

With those words, something burst forth from the bodies of Camus Ecel and the revolutionary leadership.

Bones, feet, and all sorts of body parts emerged from different bodies in a grotesque display. More than anything, the size of those bones was far too large to be human.

“What, what is that?”

“Undead…?! Was Camus Ecel a dark mage?!”

Seeing parts of skeletons erupting from bodies, that was the only assumption they could make. But soon, everyone watching realized this was far from simple necromancy.

Creak. Creak!

A cold aura spread from the revolutionary leadership, extending across the canyon. The parched rocky terrain transformed into a winter wonderland in an instant.

『Aah. Finally…!』

And so, the demon from hell fully revealed itself.

In the blink of an eye, fragments of bone had taken a humanoid form, cloaked in a dense, dark aura. Curiously, the demon had no head, yet its voice resounded throughout the canyon, accompanied by an overwhelming chill that symbolized its identity.

“A demon…?”

“A demon? Isn’t it just a lich?”

These uncertain murmurs arose from those who had never encountered a real demon. Even though the being had momentarily transformed the canyon into a winter-like environment, they couldn’t be sure.

『Pitiful. Truly unfortunate. Time has passed, and you no longer know the true nature of your enemies. Mortals.』

The demon extended a bony hand, and a sword made of frost materialized in the air.

『Then let me engrave it anew. Let me demonstrate what the beings you mortals once feared truly are.』

The demon plunged the frost sword into the ground.

『I am Kereaktu, scion of the Arch Demon, the third general of the legion led by the Lord of Hell.』

“Attack! Charge that monster before it can cast another spell…!”

At that moment, the knights, realizing the gravity of the situation, charged at the massive demon resembling a lich, Kereaktu. However, Kereaktu paid them no mind and plunged the frost sword even deeper into the ground.

『The ruler of the frozen wasteland of hell and the eternal sentinel of winter.』

Uwooooo….

The corpses of the slaughtered revolutionaries rose. Their eyes burned with blue ghostly flames, clad in frost armor and armed with icy weapons.

『According to the contract, I shall turn you into eternal slaves of the infernal legion.』

***

Kereaktu sighed in exasperation at the mortals who did not tremble in fear at his sight. In the past, how had things been? Every mortal in Midland knew his name and felt terror and despair at his presence. But now? They couldn’t even be sure he was a demon upon facing him.

This demonstrated how long demons had been unable to influence Midland.

After the great warriors had driven the demons, who had once traversed Midland freely, back to hell, and after the boundary between dimensions had been redrawn by that insidious sorcerer.

‘It is merely a matter of reminding them.’

But that too was now at an end. For some reason, the boundary of dimensions had weakened, gradually increasing the extent of their interference. Although most demons still feared this interference and lay low, the legion he belonged to was different.

Their master aimed to invade Midland.

『Foolish Augrabes.』

Surrounded by the numerous corpses he was reviving as soldiers for his frost legion, Kereaktu sneered.

Originally, the spearhead of the invasion, the second general Augrabes, had his consciousness sealed by a mortal. To Kereaktu, it was an unexpected opportunity. Now, he was tasked with spearheading the invasion of Midland.

『Mortals are weak. Especially the mortals of this era…』

The evidence was the massacre unfolding before him.

Even in his extremely weakened state, only manifesting a portion of his body due to the limits of interference, the frost legion soldiers were still overwhelming the mortals.

What had the sorcerers of the old era been like?

They brought arrogant dragons to the ground and used them as test subjects, petrified the bodies of living giants to turn them into relics, and captured demons to use them as their slaves.

Seeing that Augrabes’ consciousness was sealed, it seemed there were still some formidable mortals in this era, but—

‘Through the eyes of the contractor, there appears to be no threatening strongmen within the human countries!’

『First, I will consume all the humans of this country, summon the legion of hell, and turn this land into a new frozen wasteland, spreading the eternal winter of hell.』

It was a perfect plan. Kereaktu marveled at his own brilliance and wisdom. The cautious invasion of demons, learned through the great warriors and that insidious sorcerer, would be markedly different from before…!

“Eternal winter of hell, my foot.”

As Kereaktu was about to express his confusion before his anger at the scornful mockery that came from somewhere,

“The Hoarfrost Gorge is several times colder, you bastard.”

Khan, wielding the Giant Slayer, surged forward in a flash of light.
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While Kereaktu’s appearance closely resembled that of a lich, he was indeed a demon. Not just any demon, but a legion commander chosen under the Arch Demon’s offspring. Naturally, the resilience of his body far surpassed that of mortals.

By mortal standards, he was both a master dark mage and an exceptionally skilled warrior. Sensing the rapid approach of someone, Kereaktu swung his frost blade skyward without even looking.

Boom─!!

He intended to slice the reckless mortal attempting to ambush a demon like him in half with one strike. However, a tremendous shock transmitted through the frost blade demolished the ground beneath his feet instead.

『What…!』

To be overpowered? Kereaktu, seeing his frost blade gradually being pushed back, stomped the ground. The intense cold of the Frost Wasteland that engulfed the entire canyon thickened, reinforcing his physical form. He tried to repel his opponent with the frost blade again.

Yet the overwhelming force pressing down on him was too strong, immobilizing his arm. Momentarily flustered, Kereaktu conjured another frost blade with his other hand and swung it at the ash-colored mortal oppressing him.

『Be gone─!』

In the domain of the Frost Wasteland, even demons became sluggish in their movements. Since Kereaktu wasn’t simply an incarnated consciousness like Augrabes but had partially incarnated his body, there were no limitations on wielding his powers.

The only downside was a reduction in power. However, even with lower strength, it should have been sufficient to bind a mortal—

But once again, Kereaktu was mistaken. The opponent swiftly evaded the frost blade’s trajectory as if unaffected by the Frost Wasteland’s cold.

‘Impossible!’

No, Kereaktu refused to accept it. Despite having no head, Kereaktu roared. The frost covering the canyon cracked and shattered.

Kereaktu dropped the frost blades he held and extended his bony palms toward the ash-colored mortal. Dark magic whirled from his hands, forming a massive icicle.

The colossal spear materialized in midair, akin to a battering ram. Its sheer mass alone would undoubtedly crush a mortal’s body in an instant. Unless, of course, there was another interferer—

“You filthy demon─!”

A shout filled with wrath. Following the yell, a black mace charged forward, exuding a particularly oppressive aura. Kereaktu identified his new assailant immediately.

『So, a pawn of the divine power is here─!』

The enormous icicle, initially aimed at the ash-colored mortal, redirected toward the blond-haired Paladin. As the overwhelming force of the Frost Wasteland bore down on the Paladin, the true primary offensive was revealed.

‘Judgment Strike’


An entity predetermined as a apostle by the supreme divine god launched the ambush with utmost patience. The holy sword, imbued with divine energy potent against all demons, struck Kereaktu’s back.

Slaaash!

The living dark cloak draped over Kereaktu’s back tried to respond to the threat. However, the divine power infused into the holy sword instantly sliced through the cloak and shattered Kereaktu’s spine.

A horrific scream erupted from the demon. The magical power in his voice caused the soldiers of both the regular army and the revolutionary forces to collapse while fleeing from the Frost Legion’s slaves. Even the platinum-haired Paladin seemed momentarily disturbed but soon regained her composure.

『That divine energy…! The bitch of the Pantheon has found a new sword bearer!』

Kereaktu’s torso split from the strike, separating into upper and lower halves. Though equivalent to a fatal wound for a human, Kereaktu’s dark magic grew even more intense.

“You’re still standing?”

『Don’t judge Kereaktu by mortal standards─!』

Crack-crack-crack!

The platinum-haired Paladin broke through the frost with powerful strides but noticed her movements had significantly slowed. Was it due to the cold stiffening her muscles? Or perhaps—

『The domain of the Frost Wasteland freezes even the flow of time itself!』

Enhancing the curse of sluggishness through dark magic to apply it to the entire space—that was Kereaktu’s power. The domain he controlled was an extension of his abilities. Furthermore, every death within the Frost Wasteland fueled its power.

“It’s so cold! I can’t feel my hands or feet…!”

“Eric! What are you… suddenly… Urgh—.”

“Save me─!”

Amidst Kereaktu’s countermeasures against the sudden threat, casualties continued to mount. Every fallen soldier was resurrected as a slave of the Frost Legion. Trapped by their slowed movements, those who couldn’t escape were slain and then reanimated as legion slaves.

They would rise again as the legion’s undead slaves.

『You, dog of the divine! Kereaktu cannot die! As long as the domain of the Frost Wasteland lives─!』

The frost blade Kereaktu had earlier dropped flew up and lunged at the platinum-haired Paladin. As Kereaktu’s frost blade and the divine sword clashed fiercely,

Khan, holding the Giant Slayer, furrowed his brow in recognition as he retraced his memories.


‘Where the hell did this guy leave his head?’

***

Kereaktu, the commander of the Frost Legion and a key figure in the infernal armies, specializes in powers tailored for war.

Particularly within the domain of his powers, his ability to automatically resurrect the dead is a significant drain on a player’s resources in the game.

Moreover, the power of the frost blade he wields with those skeletal hands cannot be underestimated. Besides his immense strength, each strike inflicts a curse of sluggishness. If it weren’t for the dark magic resistance granted by the Abyssal Sigil, dealing with this would be a significant hassle.

Of course, just as Khan knew Kereaktu’s traits well, he also knew Kereaktu’s weaknesses. After all, he had defeated him over a hundred times in the game.

‘But, the weakness isn’t visible right now.’

In the game, Kereaktu’s weakness was his skull. Until it was destroyed, he would endlessly revive and torment the player. However, in this form, he resembles a Dullahan, headless. Does this mean he has no weakness now—

Crunch!

‘No way.’

Khan inwardly dismissed the idea as he smashed a nearby Frost Legion slave with the back of his hand. If it wasn’t the skull, then his weak spot must be somewhere else. And with high probability, it was—

『Return to ashes─!』

At that moment, potent divine power, dense enough to be felt on the skin, spread across the entire canyon. Leo had released the ‘Cry of Radiance’ directed at the Frost Legion slaves charging at him. However, these creatures, resurrected by the demon’s power, did not disintegrate into ashes like typical undead.

Leo, seemingly unfazed by this, continued to wield his Demon Crusher mercilessly, sweeping away the slaves. He showed no pity for these victims of the demon’s power.

“Warrior! I will clear the way!”

With the brutal efficiency befitting a Paladin, Leo called out.

『Do you think it’s possible?』

Kereaktu sneered openly and extended his left hand towards the sky.

Shook.

The canyon’s climate changed instantly. Already cold enough to be mistaken for anything but midsummer, the temperature plummeted further, and a sudden blizzard began to rage.


“The ground…!”

Abruptly, Leo, who had been sweeping away the Frost Legion slaves like autumn leaves, rolled on the ground. The undead took this chance to grab his limbs and strike at him with weapons. Although the weapons couldn’t penetrate his divine power-enhanced plate armor, he was unable to easily shake them off.

He couldn’t even place his hands on the ground due to its unnaturally slippery surface.

“Damn.”

Aries, who had been contending with two frost blades, wasn’t much better off. Though his heightened physical senses kept him from falling, he had to restrict his movements to avoid slipping, resulting in him being struck by the frost blades.

And it wasn’t just that. The absolute cold, powerful enough to immobilize even the robust body of a Paladin, began to invade Aries and Leo’s insides.

『How entertaining to watch you struggle!』

Only Kereaktu and his slaves could move freely in the absolute cold of the Frost Wasteland!

However, that chilling domain…

“You fall because you try to walk the usual way. Don’t just tap the ground with your toes; instead, lay your whole foot flat as you move. Keep your center of gravity slightly forward.”

…had no effect on the barbarian warrior who had survived in an even harsher land, the Hoarfrost Gorge. He seemed more invigorated than ever, like a fish returning to water.

“Once you take a step, don’t forcefully change directions. It will only disrupt your balance further and strain your body.”

『Who in the world are you─!』

Even the demon Kereaktu appeared flustered, a rare sight.

『How can you move so freely in my domain…!』

“What do you mean, you bastard.”

Haven’t you ever seen a native of the Hoarfrost Gorge?

Taking advantage of the slick surface, Khan brushed off the surrounding skeletons and charged forward fiercely.

Crack-crack-crack!

The ground, frozen solid in the canyon, began to split around the barbarian warrior, who had entered the realm of superhumans purely through monstrous strength. Sensing the unusual phenomenon, Kereaktu hastily extended his hand.

“Too late, you bastard.”

As Khan leaped, the ice beneath him shattered.

In the next moment, Khan appeared above the frost blade that had been assaulting Aries, wielding the power of the ‘Heavy Sword’ to smash one blade to pieces. Aries, seizing the moment, unleashed a ‘Judgment Strike,’ sending the remaining frost blade flying.

Leo, demonstrating his talent that had earned him the title of the youngest commander of the Paladins, quickly adapted to the technique Khan had shown and crushed the attacking undead.

『So you’re the gray-skinned mortal! I know who you are! A mortal with a strength reminiscent of the giant’s lineage. Such a being is rare!』

You’re just figuring it out now?

Muttering quietly, enough for only himself to hear, Khan opened a spatial rift. While using his power in front of Aecharis’s subordinates might not be ideal, there was no reason to hold back now that he was discovered.

From the Aecharis’ Pouch, a peculiar-looking sword emerged. The blade was broad and matted like a bastard sword, almost blunt at the edge, raising doubts about whether it could even cut. It had no guard, and sharp spikes protruded around the base of the blade, wrapping around the handle.

‘Much better.’

Khan smiled at the hefty weight of the oddly-shaped sword, which seemed more like an unfinished craft.

『The opportunity to reclaim my master’s power has come to me. You shall be crushed for your foolishness─!』

Utilizing an overwhelming surge of dark magic, so immense it darkened the surroundings, Kereaktu raised a mountain. To be precise, he conjured an ice giant so colossal it could be mistaken for a mountain.
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“Let go, let go─! How dare you with those filthy hands…….”

“Oh, geez. Hold still, will ya! Or I’ll crack your skull wide open!”

“Ugh!”

Immediately after successfully seizing the prince from the knights, Alejandro, who had distanced himself, pressed a bloodstained magical awl to the prince’s nape and shouted.

“You two over there! Try anything funny, I dare you!”

The unexpected assailant had snatched the prince away. To make matters worse, even a skinhead who looked like he had no place in the world had ambushed a knight he trained personally. Ehram couldn’t suppress the grimace on his face and ground his teeth.

‘Is this possible?’

It was a strange standoff.

Welt and Maya were on high alert for Ehram’s movements, and Ludmilla and the elder mage of the Glonas School, who had been firing spells at each other, also halted their battle.

However, Ehram judged this standoff wouldn’t last long. After all, the side that secured the prince had a clear advantage.

‘If only I can regain control of the prince before that.’

Neither Welt nor Maya could match Ehram’s instantaneous speed. The only threatening factor was Ludmilla, who was clashing with the elder mage, but even she had the physical abilities of an ordinary person. In reality, no one could perfectly keep up with superhuman speed.

Of course, no one could be faster than an awl pressed against the prince’s nape.

Clank.

“Move your arm. I’ll surrender quietly.”

Ehram threw his symbolic sword to the ground and knelt.

Ehram’s declaration of surrender was an anticipated move. For a knight bound by an oath of loyalty, especially one as upright as Ehram, wagering his master’s life was an unacceptable form of gambling.

‘This is the right thing to do.’

Just as Welt knew Ehram’s sword, Ehram knew what kind of person Welt was. Having walked the path of a knight since childhood, he was almost certain that surrendering quietly was the only way to ensure Prince Raul’s safety.

“Elder mage, you should also─.”


“Ridiculous. I will bring this insolent girl to her knees no matter what.”

But Ehram couldn’t foresee the unique selfishness and arrogant pride of a mage.

“What nonsense…!”

“Nonsense? I’m a mage. Not a knight serving Prince Raul.”

As the master of the Magic Tower, he had established his own school. Though not at the level of the existing magic schools within the empire, he was undeniably a pioneer. Magess were inherently arrogant, and a mage who called himself a master was even more so.

‘That crazy bastard!’

Ehram realized that the elder mage was determined to settle the score with the mage in front of him. Part of it was his inferiority complex, unable to accept being surpassed by a much younger mage as the head of his school.

“If you can withstand this, I will acknowledge my defeat.”

Holding a magical device obtained from Bates’ black market, the elder mage’s eyes seemed to flicker with light as he raised his mana to the extreme. In fact, sparks flew around his eyes.

“Like all schools, the Glonas School also has a secret mantra. Though it’s not perfected, it’s been refined enough to be practically usable.”

Of course, “practically usable” was an understatement. It was likely completed to a level the elder mage could boast as his life’s masterpiece. Despite this, Ehram had to doubt the elder mage’s sanity.

“If the prince dies, the Glonas School is finished too!”

The prince in power was the main supporter of the Glonas School. If the prince lost his power, the school would inevitably face the consequences of the revolutionary madness. Having received substantial support, retribution would surely follow.

“As long as a master exists, the school’s legacy will endure forever.”

But even this reasoning was insufficient to persuade the elder mage.

“Without pride and ambition, one is unqualified to seek the truth.”

Maya shuddered momentarily at the elder mage’s low murmur, but it went unnoticed by others. Because a small sun had risen around the elder mage who had completed the school’s secret mantra.

“The Sun of Glonas.”

Mumbling the name of the spell, the elder mage’s hands moved busily, forming hand seals (수인).

“This is a spell in the flame category, focusing on spread and explosion. It continues infinite destruction until the mana infused by the caster is depleted-.”


“Boring.”

Ludmilla interrupted the elder mage’s explanation with a languid voice and began mimicking his hand seals like a mirror. No, at some point, she even surpassed the elder mage’s speed and formed the seals faster.

Seeing this, the elder mage’s eyes widened in shock. Ludmilla, who finished the hand seals with a relaxed expression, reached toward the small sun hovering in the air.

And the sun set.

“Guh-urch!”

The elder mage, spewing dark red blood suddenly, stared at Ludmilla in disbelief. The emotions in his eyes were very familiar to Ludmilla, who possessed extraordinary talent. Distrust, astonishment, and fear.

“H-how…. My spell!”

“If you can do it, why couldn’t I?”

“Insane…!”

With mana violently rebounding and rampaging inside his body, the elder mage continued to spew dark red blood as he shouted.

“Interfering with a spell is an act that requires a significant difference in skill level. But this is not interference……!”

It was the usurpation of the spell.

This isn’t just interfering with the flow of mana that completes the spell; it’s a different level entirely. It requires comprehensive magical knowledge of the spell structure, a deep understanding of the unique mana pattern of the caster, and an overall grasp of the spell’s construction.

“This, this is nonsense! Even the head of the Magic Tower couldn’t interfere with a secret spell of another school like this!”

“Well, I don’t think so.”

The spell structure is too crude to be considered a secret, isn’t it? At Ludmilla’s calm response, which could either be ridicule or a simple statement of fact, the elder mage spewed dark red blood once more. Having his masterpiece of a secret spell usurped and being unable to control the rebound of his mana due to the mental shock, the rampaging mana was destroying his body from within.

‘I’m going to die!’

He would surely die if this continued.

There was still a mountain of research waiting for his touch. He couldn’t die here-!

“Lady Ludmilla. It would be better to capture this mage alive.”


A ray of salvation shone upon the elder mage at that moment.

“Why?”

Ludmilla responded as if she couldn’t see any reason to do so, and the elder mage, still spewing blood, looked at her with desperate eyes. He focused his gaze on the red-haired spearman who had spoken up.

But he did not realize.

“There’s something intriguing in what that old mage said. It might be of considerable interest to our lord…….”

That it might have been better to die right there.

***

‘Damn, that thing is huge.’

Carving an ogre out of ice wouldn’t make it that big. It was so large that even a battlefield tangled with nearly a thousand combatants felt cramped. While it wasn’t literally the size of a mountain, it was equally gargantuan.

Perhaps it was fortunate that Kereaktu’s power was weaker than in the original story. Considering that the ‘Frost Giant’ featured in the game was so colossal that it was classified as a type of instant dungeon…

“Well, this isn’t too bad by comparison.”

“No matter how you look at it, I can’t agree with you this time.”

Leo, who seemed slightly overwhelmed, had regained his usual composure.

“Even ogres aren’t this big.”

“I agree.”

That was true. Khan, who silently agreed with the conversation between the two paladins, gripped a misshapen sword in one hand and the Giant Slayer in the other as he charged forward. There was no need for any elaborate discussion on how to fight.

To handle that pure mass, one needed considerable strength, and among the group, only Khan had that potential.

『Shatter─!』

Responding to Kereaktu’s voice, the frost giant raised its fist. A slow speed matching its massive size. Yet the frost giant was so enormous that this downside was almost negligible.

With a giant fist the size of a house swooping down from the sky, and with no options to dodge to the sides, evasion was impossible. Besides, they had to break through the frost giant to stand a chance against Kereaktu.

Thus, Khan chose not to evade but to confront it head-on. As the enormous fist descended, seemingly covering the sky, Khan, a tiny speck in comparison, swung his sword.

CRACK──!!

The surrounding area at the point of impact cracked under the pressure. It seemed impossible that the clash between a giant and a human could cause such a shockwave.

But it didn’t stop there.

A crimson trajectory shattered the giant’s fist into pieces. It was like witnessing a scene out of legend. Those who managed to escape through the gate from Kereaktu slumped to the ground.

The sudden appearance of a demon was an overly surreal crisis for ordinary people. The sight of a barbarian and paladins fighting the demon seemed like a scene out of myth. It even quelled the doubts in their minds about the bizarre scenario of paladins fighting alongside a northern barbarian.

“Oh, God….”

The defensive captain of the canyon gate was no exception to this. The barbarian who crushed the giant’s arm now swung his warhammer to sever its ankle.

Meanwhile, a demon with a skull-like visage conjured a menacing darkness, countered by the light summoned by a platinum-haired paladin.

In the midst of this, a paladin, whose brilliant appearance could be mistaken for a noble youth, bypassed the giant and lunged at the demon with a bloodstained mace.

『You insignificant wretch!』

Outraged at being targeted by someone so much weaker, the demon unleashed a curse crafted from dark magic. However, surprisingly, the moment the curse touched the mace, the dark magic scattered.

It was as if the mace itself was the bane of dark magic. The demon, visibly startled, retreated. It was like encountering a natural enemy in an unexpected place.

BOOM──!!

Thunder crashed.

『Surging Strength』

The sound resonated as the barbarian warrior crushed the struggling frost giant’s head with his warhammer, having already severed its limbs. It was clear he had no intention of drawing out the fight, as the warrior’s entire muscular frame rippled violently, revealing his trump card.

『I am Kereaktu─! Ruler of the Frosty Wasteland, Guardian of Eternal Winter! Glorious leader of the Infernal Legion…!』

『Shut─up─!』

Not permitting any more outbursts.

The barbarian’s battle cry, echoing through the entire canyon, diverted everyone’s attention to him. His speed was nothing short of lightning-fast. The next moment, a crimson trajectory sliced through the demon’s form.

Limbs were severed, bones shattered into fragments. Yet, the demon did not die. Its severed body parts continued to move, converging on the barbarian with concentrated dark magic and the frost of the icy wasteland!

“Don’t struggle.”

The divine punishment issued by the goddess symbolizing Midland’s justice manifested through the apostle’s sword. Severely weakened, the dark magic was suppressed and all but disappeared.

However, the bitter cold of the icy wasteland remained potent. But for the warrior of the frost valley, that alone was enough.

Since consuming the dragon’s soul, the terrifying flames ignited by the blood magic of the vengeful spirit that had grown to the point that it could no longer b called a soul fragment. This boiling power, combined with the blood magic and the A-grade sword skill, intermediate Swordsmanship, was practically a new skill in itself.

‘I think I understand now.’

That unrivaled strike delivered against the golden dragon Areolus had shown Khan the path forward. It was a path possible only in reality, not in the game!

『Dragon Fang (A) – 06%』

The power, pushed to its peak, felt like it was on the verge of exploding. Before it could destroy his body, Khan unleashed all his strength.

『This, this power…! Impossible──.』

Crunch───!!!

The fang of the red dragon devoured the demon of the icy wasteland.
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The clash between the regular army and the revolutionary forces, which had divided the principality, came to an ambiguous end due to the sudden appearance of a demon.

However, the rumor that the revolutionary forces were responsible for summoning the demon spread publicly, causing public opinion to naturally sway in favor of the regular army.

If only Alejandro hadn’t seized the prince.

“What do you want?”

“It’s simple. You desire the same thing as I do, Ehram. The normalization of the principality.”

“…If you really want that, release Prince Raul.”

“Do you really believe that? Do you sincerely think releasing Prince Raul will lead to the normalization of the principality? Don’t utter things you don’t mean.”

Ehram had removed his armor and wore only the kind of robes ordinary court nobles might don. It was hard to believe he was the symbol of the principality’s military power, now looking entirely like a prisoner.

Of course, even without armor or weapons, he was capable of mowing down hundreds of men. However, the fact that ‘Ehram had disarmed’ was immensely significant on its own.

It would send a clear message to the rulers of the principality, including Prince Raul and the various lords who ruled their lands like kings due to the vast territories they controlled.

“The corruption of these landowners and Prince Raul has reached irredeemable levels. Their sins are too deep to be undone, giving rise to revolutionary forces.”

“Ha, revolutionary forces… You mean those demon worshipers?”

“Demon worshipers, indeed. But most of them have merely risen to escape their wretched lives.”

“So, you propose handing the country over to the very organization led by those demon worshipers? Do you intend to make us a vassal state of the empire at this opportunity?”

“I see no problem with that.”

“Welt…!”

Ehram, showing hostility, shattered the table between himself and Welt as he stood up.

“Even if the revolution succeeds and power shifts from the nobility to the commoners, do you think the principality can maintain its sovereignty? Without knights or mages?”

“It’s possible. Especially if they themselves have fought for their freedom.”

“…….”


“Let’s be candid. My original plan was to gradually weaken the nobility’s power in this land and eventually create a place without social hierarchies.”

“That’s insane.”

Welt chuckled bitterly at Ehram’s sharp sneer.

“Yes, it was insane. When those speaking of revolution succumbed to the whispers of demons and eventually summoned them, I realized something clearly. The timing isn’t right yet.”

“…….”

“Securing Prince Raul and driving out the summoned demon. The revolutionary forces couldn’t achieve anything. If such a revolutionary force were to seize power, it would inevitably lead to the rise of another tyrant.”

“So, what do you suggest?”

“The current power holders cannot be forgiven, and the revolutionary forces that should be the new backbone of the principality are ineffective. The only course left is mutual compromise.”

“Compromise?”

“Both sides must make concessions. The principality’s governing system will stay as it is. However, the faces holding the power must change. Fortunately, we have someone to replace a fool like Prince Raul.”

Ehram thought of the prince’s young sibling, whom he had tried hard to forget. A princess whom Prince Raul himself exiled to the outskirts out of fear of losing his authority.

“The lords will all be executed, but the prince’s life will be spared. Instead, he will live his life under constant surveillance, just as the princess has.”

Ehram neither confirmed nor denied it, but it was evident that this was a tacit agreement.

‘It’s the only way to save the prince.’

Ehram’s power in this principality was absolute.

However, the strength of the barbarian warrior and his party, who had secured the prince and defeated the summoned demon on behalf of Welt and the revolutionary forces, surpassed Ehram comprehensively.

By now, Ehram could no longer understand why such powerful beings had chosen to assist him. It might make sense from the perspective of Welt, the revolutionary leader, but ‘Welt, the vigilante’?

‘Initially, I suspected ulterior motives….’

But that didn’t seem to be the case. The tales of the barbarian warrior and the two paladins defeating the demon single-handedly at the canyon gate were already becoming legendary.

If they wished, it wouldn’t be difficult for them to secure significant positions within the principality.


However, the barbarian warrior and his party demanded only ‘providing a location,’ without any further interference. They even offered the favor of keeping the prince safe to help restrain Ehram.

‘I’m starting to feel uneasy from receiving so much help.’

For Welt, who had spent his youth training to become a knight and dedicated his life to revolution, such benevolence was difficult to comprehend. Yet, it was a kindness he couldn’t refuse, so he decided to accept it calmly.

‘Come to think of it, I wonder if Eson managed to carry out his request well.’

***

『Level: 32』

Gaining one level and more than half of the experience bar from dealing with Kereaktu, I realized it wasn’t just another incantation entity like Augrabes, which only partially descended in a possession-like form. Instead, Kereaktu appeared as a physical avatar derived from parts of its actual body, hence the experience points counted fully.

It wasn’t just an ordinary demon, but a vanguard under a high demon, which perhaps explained the hefty experience points. Frankly, I expected leveling up to become increasingly difficult past level 30, but…

‘That just means I’ll be encountering more challenging foes. Not necessarily something to be thrilled about, is it?’

Take this recent incident, for example.

I intended to assist Welt, the revolutionary leader, in dealing with Ehram, but never anticipated having to confront a summoned demon. At this point, even hearing the word ‘butterfly effect’ gives me PTSD.

『That’s my line. Imagine how I feel, facing bizarre things every time I wake up.』

Who told you to devour everything in sight?

I couldn’t deny the complaints of the vengeful spirit, but the root of the problem was its habit of eating anything and then sleeping to digest it. From the start, I never understood how it regained its strength.

‘First, it was the power of the void, then the dragon’s soul… What will it devour next?’

Receiving anything given to it without adverse effects was fortunate, but the spirit showed no signs of strain. On the contrary, it seemed to recover strength and gain new abilities.

─Golden Dragon’s Eye: The power of the golden dragon Areolus’ eyes.

‘Not a very tangible description.’

『Indeed. Even I cannot fathom its exact use. What good are the eyes of that greedy Areolus?』

As the entity mused in its ambiguous tone, it was clear that the ability had yet to prove useful. While facing Kereaktu, it didn’t reveal any new insights.


‘Useless.’

『You speak ill freely, rude human.』

Well, it’s hard to call any change entirely useless. Some change in its appearance indicated a recovery of strength, aligning more congruously with the ‘Intermediate Swordsmanship’ skill due to its increased weight. It no longer felt too light and mismatched in my hands.

『Indeed, there is no need for me to wield a blacksmith’s hammer sullied by dwarven hands.』

Ignoring its unfounded confidence, I stood up. I sensed the annoying presence of someone who had been monitoring my every move for the past few days.

“What do you want?”

“Uh?”

“Why have you been skulking around like a dog needing to relieve itself? If you have something to say, spit it out. Stop being so timid.”

A huge frame but a timid nature. I couldn’t fathom how such a person was ever known as the ‘Mad Dog.’

“Is it because of the half-blood in your veins?”

“……!”

“Looks like I guessed right. At first, I wasn’t sure, but considering everything, that skin tone gives it away.”

The piercing blue eyes, common in Midland but rare in the ash-gray eyes typical of Hoarfrost Gorge, wavered significantly.

“From your parents? Or further back?”

“I heard my grandfather was from Hoarfrost Gorge. I never met him, though.”

“Your grandmother had quite an eccentric taste. Choosing someone from Hoarfrost Gorge of all places…”

Knowing what kind of people the barbarian survivors from Hoarfrost Gorge were, it was hard to understand such peculiar preferences.

“Well, don’t think that being part Hoarfrost Gorge will make me help you. By their standards, you aren’t even considered a person here. Because you aren’t a warrior.”

“Not a warrior…?”

“Indeed, all children in Hoarfrost Gorge undergo trials before reaching adulthood.”

The trial of the warrior.

Failing to prove oneself in that accursed trial means being treated as less than human in Hoarfrost Gorge. If I hadn’t possessed this body, ‘Gordi Khan’ would probably have met that fate. He certainly wasn’t the barbarian type.

“Anyway. If you wish to gain my favor, prove yourself a warrior or offer something equivalent.”

“Prove myself a warrior….”

“I can’t say whether Hoarfrost Gorge will accept you, though.”

That marked the end of my conversation with Eson.

I can’t be certain if he will actually head to Hoarfrost Gorge to take the warrior’s trial. Frankly, I doubt someone accustomed to life on the continent could survive in Hoarfrost Gorge—the land of inhuman trials.

For anyone lacking exceptional physical and mental fortitude, they would freeze to death at the entrance or run away.

『A place teeming with monsters like you… I’m curious. What kind of place is it? Why not visit sometime?』

‘Shut up.’

The mere thought of recalling my time fighting Kereaktu, with its frost powers, made me shiver in dread. Return to that hellish place? Not even if there was a sword at my neck. If it came down to that, I’d just break the sword.

“Boss! Lady Ludmilla has found something!”

“I’m on my way.”

Ludmilla, who had demanded some alone time, had entered the mage’s ruins carrying an empty void gem and had been out of touch for days. Hearing that she had sent word, I quickened my pace.

‘I hope it’s good news.’

The ruins of the mage near the principality’s ‘City of Stars’ were a sort of tourist attraction among mages. The principality managed the facility to make mages’ visits comfortable, and as I traversed the expansive corridors expanded post-excavation, illuminated by mana-powered lights, I found Ludmilla awaiting me with the twisted void gem in hand.

She welcomed me with an eerily ominous smile.

TL’s Corner:

There are rare instances where Khan is in a first person perspective.

Just as he was thinking badly about Hoarfrost Gorge, I think I know where their next destination is.
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“An incredibly boring, yet absolutely fascinating task.”

This was the summary of the past few days’ research, spoken in a single sentence. Ludmilla, who rarely appeared disheveled, wiped away her cold sweat with a handkerchief from an unknown source and leaned back in her chair.

“Is this what it feels like to remove traps laid by the beasts of the southern great forest near the Empire’s border? The feeling of risking your life with every step. We had to stimulate the area very carefully to avoid triggering the core of the space concealed by the mage.”

It was a complex expression, but in modern terms, it meant they meticulously explored the ruins without stepping on any mines. However, there was a very intricate method involved in stimulating the ‘space’.

“Seems like you found it.”

“Yes, I did find it. Though I’m not sure if this can be considered a proper discovery.”

“That’s a meaningful expression.”

“Well, it’s not exactly a decisive clue. Rather, it feels like it gave us another clue to find the real clue. You’ll see, here.”

What Ludmilla handed over with a gesture was a rather large scroll.

“A map?”

“Yes, it’s a map created by the ancient Midlanders themselves. If we were to sell it to collectors in the Imperial Capital, we could easily afford a mansion.”

“Indeed…”

A complete map of the Midland continent from ancient times would indeed be invaluable. Especially notable were the place names of the ancient civilizations not clearly known before.

For example, the Georges Principality and the Argon Kingdom, now considered marginal areas, were territories once ruled by ancient mages.

“Wasn’t it supposed to be the Imperial Magic Tower?”

“Surprisingly, no. Back then, it was called the ‘Council of Truth.’ It frequently appeared in the papers written by the old Glonas school mage.”

“The Council of Truth…”

Khan recalled the old conjurer who was captured alive in a half-crippled state. Maya had suggested sparing him, thinking he might be related to the Followers of Truth, but that wasn’t the case.

“He must have been referring to this. For conjurers, ancient mages are a source of admiration.”

The extension of their fascination with ancient spells.


“So, was the Empire the center of civilization back then too?”

“It seems so. Though it would have been a multiracial nation rather than a human one. But the important part is not that. Do you see the red markings added to the map?”

Khan nodded. The diagonal markings appeared to be added to the completed map, scattered across all of Midland, but they were not initially noticeable.

“Did you find out anything?”

“I can’t say for certain. But if I were to guess, those places are where the mage left something. Be it relics, workshops, or ruins.”

“And the reason for that thought is?”

“First, look at the markings within the ‘Council of Truth.’ Especially the westernmost part, where it says ‘Draco Scale’.”

Western Great Mountain Range.

Upon noticing the diagonal markings to the right of the Western Great Mountain Range, Khan recalled the ‘Mortalia’s Disguise Robe’ that had once lain dormant in the treasure vault of the Argon Kingdom, now a part of his equipment.

“There’s also a marking in the area suspected to be Bates. In Bates, we found the Orb and the underground tablets. And next to that…”

Based on the terrain, Ludmilla surmised the modern names of the areas with diagonal markings. Just by listing the names, Khan could easily recall that these places had dropped Mortalia’s relics or were related locations.

“The markings likely indicate places where the mage left traces of their activities. Perhaps some kind of research.”

A plausible guess. But what’s the reason for specifically using diagonal markings, typically used to indicate wrong answers?

『Hmm, this object seems to be a magic tool.』

“A magic tool?”

Khan furrowed his brows at the whisper from the spirit, who had been quietly eavesdropping on the conversation. Immediately, he checked the item’s information.

“It truly is a magic tool…”

And its grade wasn’t low. Despite being a piece of paper, it was just below legendary, with no less than four options attached.

‘Permanent Sync? Always shares the same state with identical items? What is this even…’

Just as his mind was about to get muddled by the unfamiliar option, Ludmilla’s timely explanation came.


“And that map seems to share its state with other identical maps. There must be multiple such items, and any markings made on one get transferred to the others. Though how a subspace item links to an outside item, I can’t say. But it suggests that there are identical items in other subspaces left by the mage.”

“Does that mean she left a map wherever she went?”

“Not everywhere, but at least in several places.”

If it was purely for personal use, the mage wouldn’t need to leave multiple maps in different locations. Then, what was the mage’s reason for leaving these maps?

“This is just like an escape room.”

“… What?”

“Nothing, just a random thought.”

It was a sudden inspiration.

It seemed like they were discovering clues left by the sorceress to convey something to a specific person or associated target, much like an escape room café. If so, it would mean they’d need to decipher these cross-hatch marks to make the next deduction possible.

“The sorceress covered the entire Midland, leaving maps and marking various places…”

Khan’s gaze, which was scanning the entirety of the map, suddenly shifted to the northernmost part of the map. He noticed belatedly that there were no cross-hatch marks on the snow-covered land there.

Ludmilla, noticing what Khan was looking at, let out a laugh.

“Yes, you’ve noticed it too. The only place the sorceress, who left traces of her travels across all of Midland, didn’t leave any marks.”

“Damn it… Of all places.”

The meaning of the blank area without any cross-hatch marks.

“There’s no way the sorceress, who left marks indicating where she was looking for something all over the continent, would not have visited that land. So, the blank area must mean that she found whatever he was looking for there, right?”

Khan understood this without Ludmilla having to say it. That’s why his expression soured. He was reluctant to go to that place, but it was unlikely for a sorceress who had reached the realm of transcendence to entertain such fears.

But there was a clear question.

What secret could be in that land, where humans, beasts, and greenskins had mutated to become even more ferocious to adapt to the harsh environment?

More importantly, if there was something directly related to the secrets of the world, the original owner of his body, who was unusually curious for a barbarian, wouldn’t have stayed idle. But if such a secret did exist…


“I really don’t want to go there…”

Ludmilla’s smile deepened at his unintended lament. She had figured out their next destination from the beginning and knew that Khan had a particular dread of ‘that place’.

Therefore, she had taken the trouble to persuade him to accept it himself, which proved to be very effective. Although emotionally, he didn’t want to go there, intellectually, he had already accepted that they had to go.

“Yes, we need to go back to that horrid place…”

“Is it that bad? Think of it as going back to your hometown.”

“My hometown, huh.”

Recalling the humiliations he had experienced in that dreadful place early in his possession, something boiled inside his chest.

“You better brace yourself. No matter how much you cry and beg later, I won’t send you back.”

Ludmilla lifted her chin as if to say, “As if I would.” but from Khan’s perspective, knowing the reality of the Hoarfrost Gorge, it was laughable.

‘Well, since you’re so eager to go, you should experience it for yourself.’

—

—

—

Ludmilla, claiming she might have missed something, suggested exploring the interior of the ruins a bit more and retreated back inside. Since heading to the Hoarfrost Gorge required various preparations, Khan agreed with her.

‘This is difficult.’

Nearly two weeks had passed since they stayed at the mansion near the entrance to the ruins of the sorceress close to the City of Stars.

Aries and Leo seemed busy dealing with the descent of Kereaktu, while Maya took care of miscellaneous tasks with Alejandro, occasionally fitting in personal training. Ludmilla remained holed up in the ruins.

“It looks like this won’t be possible.”

Khan crumpled the paper filled with scribbles in a language only he could understand, with a grimace.

“Whatever it is, hurry up and finish. It’s getting boring, locked in this room drawing strange pictures.”

“If you call these strange pictures, that could be dangerous.”

Khan retorted jokingly in Korean, crumpling the paper in his hand.

Despite extensive deliberation, he concluded it was impossible for the entire group to go. Practically, only three or four companions would be feasible.

‘At most, three or four. Any more would be difficult.’

The environment itself made it tough to move with a large group. While Khan could manage, he couldn’t expect others to handle it the way a barbarian would. They needed proper food supplies and specialized winter gear, like the furs of the white wolves of the snowy mountains.

‘Above all, will those people even accept this?’

Ludmilla had to go. Without her ability to finely handle the Orb, exploring the sorceress’s legacy was impossible.

Strategically, taking Aries made sense as well, but the problem was the Goddess of Justice behind her. The God still mistakenly believed Khan to be the Great Warrior of the Warrior God. If Aries and Leo came along, and the God found out the truth, who knew what he would do?

‘It seems like something has happened over there as well.’

He was already worried about how the pantheon gods would view his approach to the world’s secrets. In the worst-case scenario, aries could become an enemy, so he saw no point in taking that risk.

At least not until he figured out the true intentions of the pantheon. After organizing his thoughts, Khan called Maya, who was absorbed in her tasks, to gather the rest of the group.

Once everyone except Ludmilla, who remained in the ruins, gathered in the mansion’s dining hall, Khan downed a drink of the Duchy’s famous liquor and spoke.

“We are going to the Hoarfrost Gorge.”
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Once a decision was made, the tasks had to be carried out without hesitation.

“Request that the Duchy supply as many mana stones as possible. The more, the better. They don’t need to be high-grade, just focus on securing the quantity.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Alejandro, if there’s a branch of the White Raven, contact them to ask how we can get in touch with the Renford Kingdom’s merchant group. Also, mention that we need long-lasting food supplies.”

“Boss, isn’t that group known for not doing business with just anyone?”

“Look for merchants and mercenaries named Eto and Pavel and tell them we’re here to collect a debt from Bates.”

“Understood.”

The harsh cold of the Hoarfrost Gorge is not just severe but brutal to humans.

Basically, simple supply methods like hunting or gathering were nearly impossible. The wild animals there had evolved to nearly the level of magical beasts, and the unique cold meant there was almost no vegetation.

Even if they managed to hunt wild animals, there was still a problem. The dense muscle tissue was too tough for a normal human’s dental structure to chew.

A barbarian warrior might be able to manage, but for other humans, cooked food was essential. But how could they make a fire in a place where snowstorms raged every day?

“If we fail to secure the necessary supplies, we should consider securing as much as possible on intermediary routes.”

“But isn’t that still a place where people live? I mean, this seems a bit extreme… but if you say so, I’ll do it.”

“You can starve, freeze to death, or get torn apart by a beast the size of a house. If you want to experience various ways of dying, go ahead.”

“No, that’s not what I meant…”

Even though Alejandro waved his hands in a panic, Khan didn’t lighten the mood. Naturally, because they were about to step into a living hell, there could be no compromises.

“This is the first and last time I’ll say this: don’t think of that place as inhabited by humans. Think of it as an inhuman territory where any sane person would have long since died. This applies to both people and the usual beasts and greenskins you might see.”

“Whoa… I can’t even imagine it.”

“You’ll believe it when you see wolves bigger than humans roaming in packs.”

Alejandro’s face turned pale as he imagined it. Of course, there weren’t that many wolves of such size moving in packs. The number of such creatures was not that high.


“If you’re lucky, you might encounter one. In Hoarfrost Gorge, they are considered quite valuable pets. If you’re fortunate, you might even rear one.”

“I feel like I’d get eaten in my sleep. I’ll pass.”

“Then instead of asking useless questions, go and make contact with the ravens.”

“Yes, sir!”

Fortunately, the Duchy agreed to supply a large number of small mana stones at less than half the original price. It seemed the crown prince was repaying some debts by redirecting the mana stones initially intended for the Glonas School.

For Khan, it was a beneficial offer with no downsides. The problem arose with the White Ravens.

“I succeeded in making contact with the ravens. But it seems we’ll need to go directly to the merchant group to establish a trade.”

Thanks to their activities in the northern Argon Kingdom and the capital, the White Raven Guild had become the sole intelligence guild within Argon.

Since then, they had aggressively expanded, with ambitions to extend even into the Empire. Seeing White Raven branches popping up in various border kingdoms, there was no doubt that Guildmaster Raven was highly capable.

‘That’s why I entrusted the task to them….’

“What’s the reason?”

“They don’t know either. It seems something happened recently, so they’re cracking down internally. Finding people named Eto and Pavel is impossible.”

“Ah, it’s already that time…”

“That time?”

“There’s such a thing.”

Although it hadn’t yet happened, the merchant group that had swallowed half of Renford Kingdom’s wealth was going to be targeted by the Elves’ Paradise Bank.

The reason was extremely typical of the Elves, making it a somewhat absurd quest. Regardless of the reason, it was clear that the Elves’ threats had already begun.

The Renford Kingdom merchants must have realized this early and were tightening internal controls.

‘Damn Elves.’

Whether in the game or reality, they were a nuisance, fulfilling the stereotype of their species. Khan frowned at the characteristic inconvenience of the Elves.


“Oh, and someone from the guild had something else to add. Someone from the mercenary guild was looking for you. Or should I say, a group?”

“A group?”

“Yes… from the Mage Tower and the Church.”

The other news Alejandro brought was somewhat puzzling for Khan. It made sense for the Mage Tower since they were expecting something from Magus Jerome.

But why would the Church be looking for a barbarian from Hoarfrost Gorge instead of Aries or Leo?

This question was answered when a group arrived at the mansion where Khan’s party was staying.

“I’ve heard from Priestess Elena. A warrior recognized by our god as outstanding and very brave. I can feel the impressive skills.”

“…You are?”

“Ah, my introduction is late.”

“Praga Grobel… He is called the swordsmanship instructor within the Paladin Order.”

Leo, with a reluctant expression, introduced his superior and then stepped back.

Realizing that this was not his place to intervene, Leo discreetly stepped back. After all, the paladin before him was one of the notable named characters in the game.

Moreover, Praga, who had trained most of the current paladins and was known for maintaining a moderate stance among the generally hardline paladins, was ultimately a victim of the church’s internal strife.

‘Why would such a figure directly…?’

“As I mentioned earlier, I’ve heard stories. We paladins usually tend to subdue northern barbarian first and ask questions later, but we can’t treat a warrior acknowledged by the Goddess the same way. So, speak your mind frankly.”

Praga, who was a bit taller than Maya, had broad shoulders and a strong, rugged appearance that exuded an imposing aura. His polite yet confident tone only intensified that impression.

“The current continental situation is unusual. You must be feeling it yourself, right?”

“Well…”

“Especially the recent incidents in the border kingdoms are chaotic. Bates, Argon, Georges… And the problem is that it doesn’t end there. Although the information hasn’t spread yet, there are three demons that have descended on the border kingdoms.”

“Three already?”


Khan’s eyes widened slightly. Praga, anticipating his reaction, explained calmly.

“One was the one you subjugated. Another belonged to the legion of the high demon prince Behelanokto, and the deputy commander led a paladin squad to subdue it. Unfortunately, three paladins were lost as it had already claimed many sacrifices. The last one remains unknown. I heard a passing swordsman took its head…”

“A swordmaster, huh.”

“We suspect as much, but the witnesses’ accounts are inconsistent. We don’t know of any swordmasters in the border kingdoms fitting the description of a very handsome young man in his mid to late twenties. Discovering the swordsman’s identity isn’t the most pressing issue right now.”

True enough.

The speed of the demon invasions was several times faster than in the game. Augrabes and Kereaktu, who now rest in Aecharis’s pocket, only appeared later in the game.

“So, why are you telling me this?”

However, this did not explain why a named paladin was searching for a barbarian from the Hoarfrost Gorge.

Praga acknowledged this and, with a deep sigh, finally revealed his hidden agenda—somewhat unexpectedly.

“Bring the Goddess’ Sword back to us.”

—

—

There was no need to ponder over who the “Goddess’ Sword” referred to. Naturally, it was Aries.

‘I’m not sure why he’s telling me this, though.’

Khan already knew that Aries had been defying the orders of the cardinals to accompany him. The fact that such a high-ranking heavenly god’s chosen paladin was acting on her own whims indicated her significant influence.

Still, it was surprising that a church paladin was asking a barbarian to bring her back.

“I understand it might seem strange. But Priestess Elena advised that this was the most effective and only viable method. The situation is dire enough that we must grasp at any straw.”

“The movements of the demons don’t seem beyond the control of the church’s power.”

“… I cannot disclose more details due to the sensitive nature of internal church affairs.”

Based on the expression of Leo, who stood behind Praga, Khan could guess what this ‘sensitive nature’ was.

“It seems like the pressure from the cardinals has reached an unbearable level.”

“…!”

Praga Grobel’s face stiffened.

“It’s not surprising. Aries is openly defying the cardinals’ orders to bring me back to the main church, and now a person of your status is here to personally address a barbarian. Bowing your head to a barbarian seems odd, doesn’t it?”

“…Unbelievable. Are you really a barbarian?”

“What if I said I wasn’t?”

“That can’t be true… Just shows how shocking this is. It’s not what one would expect. Well, now that it’s all out in the open, I won’t hide anything.”

Shaking his head in amazement, Praga leaned forward.

“Only the Goddess’ Sword can stand against the pressure from the cardinals. Neither the commander nor the deputy commander stays at the main body, nor should they. So, please, persuade her.”

“Sir Praga.”

“This also concerns you, Leo. If things continue as they are, your formal appointment could be indefinitely delayed.”

Khan hadn’t heard about this before. Leo flinched, turning his head away to avoid Khan’s gaze. Clearly, he was aware of the situation but chose to hide it. Khan clicked his tongue in frustration.

‘It’s not an unreasonable request. I wasn’t planning to take them to the Hoarfrost Gorge anyway.’

Khan’s decision, made with the thought of the Goddess of Justice observing everything through Aries and Leo, was to avoid taking them to the Hoarfrost Gorge.

Although the Goddess of Justice had been exceptionally favorable towards him, there was no guarantee it would remain so if he delved into the secrets of the world.

But Praga showed up with a request even before Khan could inform the two of his decision.

“It’s not a difficult request.”

“My Lord?!”

“How long were you planning to just follow me around? Remember your purpose, Leonir.”

Leonir von Istantil, destined to become the youngest commander of the Paladin Order, was also a tragic genius who would ultimately fall in his efforts to reform the church. However, this time things would be different.

As Praga mentioned, someone must remain at the main body to keep the cardinals in check when the commander and deputy commander are absent.

“Go to the Empire, Leonir. Achieve the purpose you first spoke of to me. When I eventually come to the Empire, make sure I can feel the changes you’ve brought.”

Of course, Khan had no intention of sending him off empty-handed. He planned to give Leonir a significant gift that would force the cardinals to acknowledge his contributions. In this worldline, there would be no “Leonir the Apostate.”

And—

“The next time we meet, you better have secured a respectable position. Don’t let me down.”

By the time Leonir rose to a central position within the Paladin Order, Khan would have gained a powerful ally.

One who, as the seventh act’s boss, had once driven countless players to the brink.
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“Alright.”

There wasn’t much need for a drawn-out conversation to persuade Aries. Instead, she accepted it calmly, as if she had expected it.

‘Well…’

It’s easy to misinterpret due to her reserved nature, but Aries was neither insensitive nor oblivious to the reactions around her. In fact, if anything, she was sharply perceptive. She just didn’t show it outwardly.

Given her perceptiveness, it was unlikely that Aries hadn’t caught on to Khan’s inner thoughts—the fact that, while he could trust her as a person, he couldn’t trust the chosen apostle of the Goddess of Justice.

“I think I’ve helped enough.”

“That’s an understatement. You’ve been more than helpful.”

“If you know that, then it’s enough.”

Her tone indicated that she felt no further explanation was needed. That very day, Aries informed Praga Grobel of her intention to return to the main body of the church.

Praga was elated and exclaimed, “You’ve made the right choice!”

It wasn’t long before he came to Khan to express his gratitude.

“I never thought someone who wouldn’t agree to meet with me would change her mind overnight… Truly, thank you.”

“I didn’t say anything special.”

“Haha… That can’t be true. The Goddess’ Sword is a resolute individual. She wouldn’t change her decision without reason. Priestess Elena’s advice was spot-on.”

But I really didn’t say anything special.

Regardless of the truth, Praga Grobel was repeatedly thanking Khan, bowing deeply as he did so.

“Your assistance has helped the entire Paladin Order, so I promise on my name, Praga Grobel, that we will repay this debt. This promise isn’t just mine; it’s a promise from every paladin in the order.”

The paladins seem to have a penchant for owing favors. Praga’s words were quite similar to what Aries had said before. Naturally, Khan didn’t refuse.

“I’ll collect this debt handsomely. Be prepared.”

“That would be welcome!”


With that, Aries, Leo, and Praga Grobel departed for the main body of the Pantheon Church.

Maya appeared somewhat downcast, perhaps having grown attached to the group, but they decided not to exchange any elaborate farewells. After all, this wasn’t the last time they would see each other.

After the paladins had left, a messenger from the Mage Tower also arrived at the mansion. He was a mercenary directly contracted by the Mage Tower and the Empire, clearly no ordinary individual.

“A letter from Magus Jerome and his disciple. A reply will require an additional fee… and it won’t be cheap.”

A mercenary trustworthy enough to contract directly with the Mage Tower and capable of traversing the Empire and the Georges Principality on their own must be highly credible.

Alejandro’s jaw dropped upon hearing the mercenary’s fee. After stating he would return the next day, the mercenary departed, leaving Khan to read the letter in the now slightly quieter dining room with a drink in hand.

Khan couldn’t help but chuckle.

‘They must be in quite a hurry.’

The opening lines of the letter were, surprisingly, an apology from Magus Jerome. Jerome had gone to great lengths to explain and apologize for the delay in deciphering Darkin Perreyas’s research journal, as well as for the lack of progress on the request to craft a decent axe using the Mage Tower’s techniques.

‘Well, it’s understandable.’

Given that Khan wasn’t in urgent need thanks to having Draupnir and the Giant Slayer, he decided to accept Jerome’s tardiness. The main reason for the delay, excessive enthusiasm, was something he could empathize with.

「…Thus, the knowledge of Darkin Perreyas has helped solve some issues at the Tower. My master is personally refining the essence, which is why it’s taking time. However, with the master’s involvement, various people are also assisting.」

Essence refinement was an ancient technique.

As seen with Pashantu using ‘Sky Holder’s Essence’ in the demonic realm, the technique involves refining and storing specific powers in a way that the user can fully control. However, applying the essence to weapons, rather than directly to a person, ensures more stability.

‘It’s not supposed to appear at this point.’

In the game, the Mage Tower only began actively utilizing essence refinement near the end of Act 6. Hence, the early emergence of this technique was unexpected.

‘Was the research almost complete?’

Khan thought it must be the case.

Given the difficulty in mastering ancient techniques, in the game, the refined essence was likely only released to the public after ensuring its stability and practicality.

In other words, the “essence” Khan would be receiving was a kind of prototype. Moreover, considering that Jerome’s master was a Magus of the Gray Tower, it was clear that this person was exceptionally skilled. Understanding this made it easier to comprehend why the mages of the tower were so keenly interested.


‘Seems like I can look forward to this.’

Feeling a sense of generosity welling up inside, Khan turned to the next page of the letter.

“How are you doing, old friend? I’ve been doing quite well in the Empire. Thanks to Jan, I’ve been taking on requests from the Mage Tower and am practically rolling in money. Of course, I bet you’re still trudging through the mud, given your track record of attracting misfortune.”

Yes, still wading through mud, and then some.

Surprisingly, the next part of the letter was from Ron, who had once been their guide. It seemed that instead of going independent as a wandering mercenary, Ron had signed a contract with the Mage Tower like the mercenary who delivered the letter.

He also brought the good news that he was soon to receive a gold badge for his accomplishments. Khan smiled subtly at this part before continuing to read the letter.

“Well, the gear played a big part in it. Fighting with magical tools provided by the Mage Tower makes it nearly impossible to lose, unless you’re a complete idiot. And honestly, I’ve realized just how vast the difference is between the Empire and the non-Empire states.”

“Here, individuals considered top-tier knights are classified as elite outside, and even the average mercenaries are obscenely strong. What’s even more astonishing is the Empire’s attitude towards this as if it’s completely normal. It really is a different world.”

Ron continued to write at length about what he had seen and experienced in the Empire. The impact of these experiences was evident, as Khan noted while skimming through the letter. Suddenly, his gaze froze on one particular passage.

‘There are rumors that the old emperor’s illness has worsened….’

Reading this, Khan felt a rush of clarity, as if cold water had been poured over his head. The death shadow looming over the emperor indicated that the impending chaos was drawing ever closer.

‘We need to expedite our supply runs.’

It seemed they couldn’t afford to sit idly by and wait for White Raven to find Eto and Pavel from the Renford Kingdom.

—

“Impossible. I’ve said it multiple times. Do I need to repeat myself again?”

“If necessary.”

Even with a visibly enraged middle-aged man in front of him, the other party did not seem the slightest bit perturbed. In fact, he appeared to be enjoying the confrontation, smiling in a way that would dilute even anger with its sheer beauty.

His appearance was the epitome of beauty, though his pointed ears revealed his non-human nature.

“Is this the will of the Paradise Bank… or rather, the Elves?”

Indeed, the one facing the middle-aged man across the table, leisurely sipping tea, was an elf.


To be precise, he was the head of the external affairs division of the Paradise Bank, a title that held significant weight even among the elves.

“You humans are always so foolish. To so thoroughly misunderstand and reject this generous offer. The limitations of short-lived species are inevitable.”

“…You haven’t answered my question.”

“Yes, this is our will. It is also our duty.”

“Ha! Duty…”

If the head of the division overseeing the continent’s gold, the Paradise Bank, was an elf, he would not be a trivial figure. Despite his androgynous beauty, he had lived for hundreds of years. This wasn’t someone a mere half-century-old human could contend with.

Yet, it also indicated that the middle-aged man was formidable enough to warrant the direct involvement of such a high-ranking elf.

“Perhaps you’re not adept at the human language. Do the elves call plundering a duty?”

“Plundering?”

“Then what else would you call taking away everything my family has built over countless years—if not plundering?”

His aura was overwhelming.

Most people would naturally recoil when faced with an elf. The disparity between their youthful appearance and the wisdom accumulated over the years was one reason.

But the most significant factor was the inherent beauty of the elves, their greatest weapon. The man’s substantial spirit was evident in his fierce response, refusing to be intimidated by the elf’s appearance.

‘So this is why humans are amusing,’ the head of the business division chuckled softly.

“What’s so funny?”

“Oh, don’t misunderstand. I don’t mean to mock you. Rather, I’m impressed.”

“Impressed…?”

“Yes, impressed.”

At that moment, seeing the smile spread across the elf’s face, the middle-aged man instinctively took a step back.

“At the insurmountable foolishness of a short-lived species.”

It was grotesque.

There was no other way to describe the twisted smile. The malevolent expression on the face, which boasted inhuman beauty, seemed to prove that the being had lived through unimaginable years.

“I’ll give you a fortnight. Make your decision by then.”

The middle-aged man, completely overwhelmed, could only stand there taking in the elf’s words and malevolence.

“Decide whether you will embrace the ruinous karma and self-destruct, or wither away and starve to death. But if you wish to survive, quietly accept our merciful offer.”

With that, the head of the business division, now donning a beautiful smile once more, patted the middle-aged man on the shoulder and walked away.

As soon as the middle-aged man was left alone and collapsed into his chair, a young man with a simple impression cautiously entered, having waited outside the door the elf had exited through.

“Head Merchant, did that elf make the same offer again…?”

The middle-aged man nodded silently, looking several years older and utterly exhausted. The simple-looking young man, an unpretentious merchant who had used the alias Eto to achieve great success in trade, spoke with difficulty.

“This is outrageous. Forcing us to use the credit currency issued by the Paradise Bank and deposit a portion of our transaction value with them. This is practically—”

“They intend to swallow up our entire merchant group, I know.”

“It’s tyranny! Wouldn’t it be better to seek help from the kingdom…?”

The middle-aged man shook his head.

“It’s no use. If the kingdom had any intention of helping, they would have acted already.”

“What do you mean…?”

“It means they must have already come to an agreement behind the scenes.”

Eto’s face crumpled in shock. Had the kingdom decided to abandon one of its pillars? What could they possibly be thinking?

It was a situation with no clear solution.

“We’d better prepare ourselves.”

While the middle-aged man and Eto were resolutely bracing themselves—

“Hey short-lived human girl. I can smell a strong scent of treasure from you. Here’s my offer: hand over that treasure to me. I’ll pay for it.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me… Just my luck.”

Having just arrived in the capital of the Renford Kingdom to find the middle-aged man and Eto, Khan’s party coincidentally ran into the elf from the Paradise Bank just as he was stepping out of the building.

TL’s Corner:

How unlucky is that elf???
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“Indeed, the Renford Kingdom is quite large. You could mistake it for the Empire itself….”

“Among the border kingdoms, it ranks first in terms of scale, especially financially.”

“Then that Platinum Merchant Guild must be incredibly wealthy.”

The Platinum Merchant Guild Alejandro mentioned was the largest merchant guild in the Renford Kingdom. They nearly monopolized the trade of top-grade spices, making them quite well-known even in the Empire.

No wonder their name is Platinum (白金), meaning salt.

“But is it really necessary to find that guild? We can get enough provisions from the Principality as well….”

“Hey! Don’t presume to guess at the boss’s intentions. I’m sure there’s a deeper meaning behind his actions!”

“…That’s why I’m asking, because I don’t get it.”

The pale-skinned young man, Eson—known as the Mad Dog in the Principality—glanced at Khan leading the group.

He volunteered on their way to Hoarfrost Gorge, and seemed to regard it as an enormous debt, judging by his cautious demeanor. Khan suppressed a sigh.

‘He’s bound to die a horrible death anyway.’

He was a madman who voluntarily walked into hell, wishing to become a warrior. It wouldn’t hurt to explain a bit in advance.

“If it were just me, I might’ve managed by hunting for food in Hoarfrost Gorge. But there’s no way you guys wouldn’t fall ill or lose your teeth eating that.”

It was a difference in innate physical constitution. The barbarian of Hoarfrost Gorge possessed superhuman physiques, not just in terms of strength and agility, but also in their digestive systems.

“Could you drink goblin blood? From experience, let me tell you that the blood of Frost Goblins is even more lethal than that of regular goblins. Ordinary bodies wouldn’t survive just getting sick.”

“…….”

“And what about the meat? Animals that survive there aren’t just mere beasts. They’re strong enough to survive in a virtually demonic land, meaning they’re essentially monsters. While we could hunt them for food, chewing it would be nearly impossible. Sure, there are some tender parts you could eat, but not enough to feed this entire group sufficiently.”

The seriousness of Khan’s advice, borne from experience, silenced the bickering Alejandro and Eson. Meanwhile, Ludmilla seemed more intrigued than fazed.

“So, there are still ways to eat, even if they’re not ideal? I mean, hoarfrost Gorge warriors weren’t born warriors after all. There must be a few methods.”

“…Not exactly. The children of Hoarfrost Gorge are the most terrifying of all.”


‘They are brimming with the unique vitality of children, but with physiques that far exceed those of average human adults.’

In fact, they could be considered the sturdiest beings in Hoarfrost Gorge. It was better not to apply typical standards to the people of Hoarfrost Gorge for one’s mental health.

“And even if there were ways, you wouldn’t benefit from them. That’s precisely why I’m looking for the Platinum Merchant Guild.”

“…Is it because they aren’t warriors?”

Khan nodded affirmatively in response to Maya’s casual question.

“They won’t even give food to those who aren’t warriors? That’s quite harsh….”

“I wouldn’t say it’s harsh. In the history of Hoarfrost Gorge, there’s only been one case of someone not passing the warrior’s trial.”

“One time?”

Before Ludmilla could get too interested in that one instance, Khan hastily changed the subject. If he kept talking, it would inevitably become troublesome.

“Of course, children who aren’t of age for the warrior’s trial are given food obtained by the warriors. But none of us here are that young. Hence, the Renford Kingdom.”

“Because we can get preserved food from the Platinum Merchant Guild and use the sea route to head north?”

“Exactly.”

Securing a ship to head north from the Renford Kingdom requires the help of either the Platinum Merchant Guild or the royal family, making it generally impossible without their assistance.

Fortunately, Eto, who owed Khan a significant debt, was an insider in the Platinum Merchant Guild, likely in a very special position. Not taking advantage of that would be foolish.

“First, we’ll verify things at the main office of the Platinum Merchant Guild in the capital. We might hear directly from the guild master about Eto.”

There was no guarantee that the busy guild master would meet them, but Khan judged that the guild master wouldn’t refuse their visit.

Following the pressure from Paradise Bank on the Platinum Merchant Guild in the original history, the guild master was likely ready to resort to military resistance, as was the case in the game.

Clatter, clatter, clatter…!

The eight-horse carriage, purportedly favored by the prince of the Principality, sped along the road, allowing them to arrive in the capital of the Renford Kingdom before sunset.

“Then, I’ll take care of the carriage.”


“Don’t skimp on the money. We’ll need the carriage for further travel once we board the ship.”

“Understood! Hey, rookie! You come too!”

“Damn it, why me…”

Leaving behind Eson, who grumbled but followed Alejandro, they made their way forward.

The capital was bustling with people from all over the kingdom and the Empire, coming to procure Renford’s spices. Normally, they would hurriedly secure lodging first, but Khan had other priorities.

“First things first, let’s handle urgent matters.”

They could always find a place to stay later, even if it meant paying extra. Checking the status of the Platinum Merchant Guild was more pressing.

Khan had frequented the main office of the Platinum Merchant Guild in the game. While there were differences between the game and reality, having a rough idea of the location was enough.

『Platinum Merchant Guild』

It was unmistakable at first glance.

The main office of the Platinum Merchant Guild occupied a large estate that could fit two or three mansions. The guild’s white signboard was prominently displayed on both the building’s top and entrance.

Additionally, with hundreds of workers constantly coming and going, and employees bustling around with thick ledgers, it was evident that this was a significant hub. The visible numbers outside suggested that there were many more inside.

“…Argon Kingdom feels like such a humble place now.”

“Well, it’s special in its own way, particularly in terms of lineage.”

“That’s true, but still…”

Maya, perhaps feeling a sudden wave of patriotism, voiced her new-found realization.

‘If she’s like this already, she might faint when we get to the Empire.’

Khan, who had been chuckling softly at the sight of Maya looking out of place, suddenly became sharp-eyed.

“This plant-like smell….”

“My lord?”


As Maya expressed her confusion at the sudden change in atmosphere. Ludmilla, too, seemed to notice what Khan was wary of, sporting a peculiar smile.

“Indeed, just by looking, it’s clear they’re not an ordinary human. Seeing natural mana accumulated within them.”

“…What does that mean?”

“There’s an elf ahead. Maya.”

“An elf?!”

The fact that Khan’s party had noticed the presence of an elf also meant that the elf had likely sensed them as well. Elves had senses as sharp as the aquatic folk of the south and eyes as keen as if they had built-in telescopes.

More importantly, their ability to sense mana was on another level, so the elf might have already detected the presence of Ludmilla, a mage.

“Ah. This strong scent of mana… It’s truly fragrant.”

The voice from directly behind made Maya swiftly extend her spear. However, despite being certain of the direction, her spear tip only pierced through empty air.

“Attacking right off the bat—how uncouth of you short-lived species.”

“If someone stealthily approaches by deceiving our senses with spells, attacking first seems like the right response, pointy ears.”

“You, short-lived one brimming with mana. Don’t judge us by your standards. This isn’t a spell, but a blessing we were born with.”

“Oh, so this is the fabled spirit magic?”

“Would you call it nature’s grace?”

Click.

Contrary to the voice that had been coming from behind the whole time, the elf revealed themselves from the front. What’s more, they leisurely opened the front door of the Platinum Merchant Guild and stepped out.

Then all eyes turned to the elf. Their beauty, almost akin to a curse, seemed to draw in every gaze.

“Well, I admit I startled you a bit. More importantly, as a superior being, it’s only right for me to be magnanimous.”

“More impressive than I imagined… an elf.”

Ludmilla said, sticking her tongue out in disbelief. She had always heard rumors but experiencing the presence of an elf in person surpassed all expectations.

“They say elves’ arrogance is such that they wouldn’t bow even to an emperor.”

“The power of a human nation cannot subdue the existence of paradise, can it? Moreover, you short-lived beings are so inferior that you cannot survive without our help. The fact that we, the esteemed beings of paradise, have come to this continent and started this enterprise is proof of that.”

The elf’s tone was as indifferent as if they were stating an obvious fact. This only made it clearer that they genuinely believed humans to be an inferior race.

“Ha…! Interesting.”

“Don’t bother thinking you can have a proper conversation. Especially with an old elf who’s been around for centuries.”

“Oh? It seems you’re quite knowledgeable about our kind, despite your rude manners.”

“I know enough. To exude such a strong plant-like smell, you must have lived for at least a few hundred years.”

“Then you understand the significance of my proposal. This is convenient.”

As the elf smiled brightly, the onlookers who had gathered to watch the commotion felt as though their surroundings had momentarily brightened.

But what the elf said next was in stark contrast to that beautiful smile.

“You, who resemble a human despite being a short-lived one. I can smell a very precious treasure on you. Here’s my proposal: hand over that treasure. I’ll pay for it.”

“Damn… this is unlucky.”

Having decided to seek the help of the Platinum Merchant Guild, they had anticipated a potential conflict with an elf, but—

‘This one’s too big a deal.’

Though one should not make hasty judgments, the fact that the elf could deceive their senses alone indicated a formidable opponent. They likely held a status that made starting a conflict inadvisable.

“How about it? My generous proposal?”

The elf’s demeanor suggested they didn’t doubt for a second that their proposal would be accepted. If the elf before them truly was a centuries-old elder, that confidence was understandable. With ordinary strength, they wouldn’t even be able to scratch the elf, and defeating them would likely provoke retaliation from other elves of the paradise.

Combat was out of the question.

But—

“I have one question. Are you from the Eiwass family?”

“This is surprising… How did you know?”

“Alright, I understand.”

Khan nodded at the elf’s swift admission. Interpreting this as acceptance of their proposal, the elf’s smile deepened. But just then—

“You must be killed here.”

“What—”

Crack—!

Before the elf could finish their word, Draupnir struck, splattering blood everywhere.

TL’s Corner:

Tis the rule. Kill first, ask questions later.
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 167

				
Blood flowed along the blade of Draupnir and splattered onto the capital of Renford Kingdom.

“Ugh…!”

However, the one bleeding wasn’t the elf of the Eiwass family but Khan, who had made the surprise attack.

Drip.

The long wound running from his knuckles to his forearm wasn’t caused by a blade. It was more like a beast had clawed him roughly. Khan couldn’t be certain because he hadn’t caught the moment of the attack clearly.

‘No, there wasn’t even a proper attack.’

Though the elf’s reaction was quick, it shouldn’t have been fast enough to counterattack. The elf had merely leapt backward lightly to create distance. Khan had pursued immediately, and just as he sensed danger through his battle intuition, he was struck.

It wasn’t a matter of speed. The attack and the hit happened almost simultaneously. Plus, it was a strike that wasn’t even visible. Khan knew all too well what this technique was.

“Spirit…!”

“Inferior being. It’s too late for regret!”

The elf of Eiwass shouted loudly. Around the elf, natural mana in the environment was converging. Khan felt the danger despite not sensing the flow of mana and leapt forward.

In the next instant, he crossed the gap swiftly and arrived right in front of the elf.

Using a leap to charge, it was a move so fast that ordinary eyes couldn’t even react. In contrast, the body of the ancient elf was clearly not built for close combat—it was the typical physique of a mage unaccustomed to melee.

Yet Khan’s strike didn’t connect.

Boom!

Even as his middle sword strike split the ground of the capital, the elf evaded deftly and laughed.

“I told you it was too late.”

Slash—!

Once again, blood sprayed from Khan’s body. Though he managed to protect his upper body with Draupnir in time, he couldn’t completely fend off whatever had clawed at his shoulders.

“My lord…!”


“Hold them off!”

Maya raised her shield to intervene, but Khan, bleeding and charging again, stopped her. The reason became apparent soon enough. Unnoticed until now, the bodyguards of Eiwass charged toward Khan.

“Elves…?!”

“Shields of Eiwass, tear these inferiors apart!”

Eiwass was one of the six families that supported the elven nation of Paradise. Of course, they wouldn’t have sent their aged kin without protection, especially when handling a Paradise Bank division.

Five elven bodyguards, unknown even to the Renford Kingdom, now attacked. These weren’t just ordinary elves but first-class warriors who had honed Eiwass’ techniques longer than a human lifetime.

Crash!

‘So fast…!’

Though Maya Eldred was a skilled spear wielder with exceptional talent, she hadn’t reached the domain of masters who broke the limits of their species.

The impact from the elven swordsman’s strike against her spear nearly buckled her knees. The sheer force from the elf’s slender limbs was unimaginable.

As the elf lightly stepped on Maya’s bent knee, he flipped through the air, leaping over her entirely, and then lunged, aiming directly at the crown of her head.

Clang—!

She managed to deploy a force field just in time. However, she couldn’t prevent her stance from collapsing. Another blade then targeted her lower body, a swift slash that seemed to meet no air resistance.

Given Maya’s speed, she couldn’t possibly counter this simultaneous attack. The two elven swordsmen seemed so certain of Maya’s demise that they nearly rejoiced.

‘Accelerate.’

Exceeding all expectations, Maya accelerated once more and charged forward, thrusting her spear. The elf appeared to dodge in shock, but the Yorun’s Spear made a mechanical noise and shot out an extended shaft, piercing the elf’s heart with precision.

“Roel!”

There was no doubt about the instant death. The elf who had leaped over Maya was enraged and attempted to stab her exposed back. However, this was a clear misjudgment. Maya was not defenseless at all.

“Oh my, an opening.”

At some point, the presence of Ludmilla, who had been somewhat insignificant at the start of the fight, had vanished. Even the elves, with their superior senses and mana sensitivity, failed to notice her.


And the elf swordsman had to pay with his body for missing Ludmilla’s presence.

Crunch!

The beautiful and elegant form of the elf was crushed beyond recognition into something resembling a ball of meat, and it fell to the floor with a splat.

“Lady Ludmilla…!”

“Focus ahead, will you? Those pretty quasi-humans are quite furious now.”

“Leave it to me!”

“Just don’t overdo it.”

Ludmilla floated a series of enticing artifacts around her and laughed.

“We just have to hold them off until things are settled over there.”

“Come at me, you pointy-eared bastards—!”

“Honestly… You’re not normal either.”

Ignoring the suggestion to fight defensively, Maya charged towards the Eiwass guards instead. It brought a wry smile to Khan’s lips. The guards didn’t matter as much anyway.

The elf swordsmen were indeed threateningly strong, with strength that belied their slender forms and incredibly fast reactions. If a different mage stood in Ludmilla’s place, no spells would have likely landed a clean hit.

‘Indeed, they have earned the right to be arrogant.’

Ludmilla concealed herself again, her form gradually taking shape through the ‘spatial techniques’ she had begun mastering, manipulating the spatial orb. She loaded another spell, her eyes fixated on one person.

On the barbarian’s back, who charged towards the ancient elf while covered in wounds and blood.

***

“You charge at me like a mindless beast!”

The Eiwass elf, E-Urel, dodged Khan’s strike with the characteristic graceful movements of an elf, mocking him while commanding his ‘spirit.’

With that, new wounds appeared on the barbarian’s body.


‘A primitive race.’

Of course, E-Urel had been genuinely surprised by the barbarian’s initial attack. The speed at which the barbarian moved made him appear like a blurred afterimage, even to an elf’s eyes.

When E-Urel realized that this was the pure physical ability of the barbarian, without the aid of magical devices, he even doubted his own eyes. And what about his ability to overturn the ground with such brute force?

There was no doubt the barbarian was a strong man who had entered the realm of ‘superhuman’ by human standards. But E-Urel was an elf. Although his personal abilities weren’t focused on combat, the power naturally accumulated over the years was enough to handle most threats on his own.

Just like now—.

Slash.

E-Urel made a deep wound on the barbarian’s left leg and smiled his peculiar grin.

‘The limits of an inferior race are pitiful.’

It was a stark reminder of the limitations of inferior races that couldn’t survive without the help of the great elven race. And how benevolent the elves must be to leave their paradise and establish a ‘bank’ for the preservation of humans.

E-Urel’s interest in the ‘artifacts’ held by the young mage girl was of the same nature. The intense scent of mana naturally attracted his attention. These artifacts were undoubtedly the legacy of a bygone era when these inferior beings still remembered their potential.

‘No doubt, he doesn’t even understand the true value of his treasure.’

Most humans were like that. From the perspective of the great elves, it was deeply regrettable to see the fruits of an entire race falling into the hands of those who couldn’t even recognize their worth.

That’s why he proposed taking the treasure—extending even the mercy of paying in gold.

“You’re the one who spat on that mercy. Now it’s too late for regrets!”

Responding to E-Urel’s fury, the spirit that only he could see flashed its eyes. The embodiment of the elves’ greatness. The blue, giant wolf visible only to the elven spirit mages, raised its claws.

‘Now!’

E-Urel had positioned the spirit on the barbarian’s charging path, predicting a straightforward charge. As expected, the barbarian lunged forward, seemingly bringing his head into the wolf’s maw.

The wolf spirit, with its fang-like claws imbued with the cold wind, struck down. At the same instant, E-Urel smirked.

‘After I tear that arrogant barbarian’s body to shreds and then deal with the strange mage girl who erased her presence, I’ll claim the treasure—’

But contrary to E-Urel’s expectations, the barbarian’s body was not torn apart.

“He dodged…?!”

With eyes that seemed to see the future, the barbarian had precisely evaded the wolf’s strike. Seeing the murderous intent in those eyes, E-Urel faltered and quickly employed his spirit magic.

“You’re lucky!”

It had to be luck.

Spirit magic attacks were absolute. How could one avoid an attack that was invisible and left no trace of mana?

Even the highly sensitive aquatic folk of the south could not do that.

‘Let’s see if that luck holds out again!’

In response to the spirit magic, the wolf spirit’s body dissipated into blue smoke. Spirits were products of nature and could always return to a natural state.

Of course, they could also freely reconstitute into their spiritual forms.

The blue wolf, reconstructed to block the barbarian, silently roared. Dozens of claw shadows, imbued with the power of the spirit, surged toward the barbarian like blades of wind.

A secret art of the Eiwass family’s spirit magic.

It had a flaw: if the method to counter it was known, it could easily be defeated due to its unchangeable attack pattern. But discovering the counter would require battling an Eiwass elf over a hundred times.

And in the present era, where most elves with spirit contracts lived in paradise, could such an experienced individual even exist?

No.

Thus, the spirit magic of the Eiwass family was essentially a flawless technique.

“This time, it’s over! Inferior species—!”

E-Urel laughed maniacally. In contrast, the barbarian facing him had a gaze that was calm and cold.

‘Now’s the moment.’

He had suspected the general nature of his opponent from the beginning. If you progress through quests in Paradise, a character from the Eiwass family will inevitably appear to obstruct you.

Especially as the head of the Paradise Bank’s external business division, he’s a major antagonist who causes significant trouble in the future.

‘That’s why he must be killed here.’

Khan had broadly figured out E-Urel’s pattern. Having fought this named character countless times in the game, and with even more experience against the spirit magic of the Eiwass family, he could predict E-Urel’s attacks.

He deliberately avoided E-Urel’s blows to provoke the elf into using the family’s secret art.

‘I can see it now.’

The strength of supposedly unperceivable spirit magic became useless from this moment on. The counter to Eiwass’s secret technique, ‘Razor Wind Assault’, was straightforward: step into a predetermined blind spot.

Following the visualized claw shadows in his mind, Khan moved.

Whooosh──!

The razor wind, fierce enough to tear his earlobes, grazed past Khan.

“What…!”

E-Urel’s face twisted upon witnessing his secret technique being perfectly countered. He had no time to be astonished. Khan closed the distance with a leap and swung his sword down.

Slash.

It was a moment that clearly showed E-Urel’s lack of combat experience. He was slow to react, and one of his arms was severed, making him shriek in pain—a clear indication of his unfamiliarity with suffering.

And now, the single thought dominating his mind was simple. He had to survive no matter what.

“If you kill me, the elves of Paradise won’t forgive you! Aren’t you afraid of the Eiwass family…?!”

“So what?”

“You wretch—!”

When the threat didn’t work, E-Urel seemed to shift tactics, his pain-contorted face forming a twisted smile.

“Well then. I’ll give you Paradise Bank’s gold! As the head of the external business division, I can give you more gold than you could spend in a lifetime…!”

As if even the lure of gold couldn’t be ignored, the descending red blade halted abruptly. E-Urel, relieved, quickly continued speaking.

“And! I’ll give you the human treasures that the elves possess! I swear on my name, E-Urel…!”

“Lies.”

It’s not a lie…! E-Urel desperately claimed with a genuinely aggrieved expression, but Khan coldly retorted.

“No, it’s a lie.”

The only good elf is a dead elf.

Crunch…

Feeling the solid impact of Draupnir piercing through E-Urel’s head and planting into the ground, Khan murmured to himself.

‘Another good elf added to the count.’
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In the silence that enveloped the front of the Platinum Merchant Guild, the bodyguards of the Eiwass family stood in shock, staring at E-Urel’s corpse, pierced through the head.

An elf had died.

It wasn’t just any common elf born outside of Paradise or like their bodyguards who were not born into the six families. This was an elf of the six families, contracted with a spirit, and he was killed by none other than a human from outside of Paradise.

“Do you even understand what you’ve done?!”

Of course, E-Urel wasn’t an incredibly esteemed figure within the entire Eiwass family. If he were, he would have remained within the safety of Paradise rather than dealing with the dangerous elements of Midland.

But an elf was still an elf.

Additionally, E-Urel had been designated as an elder of the family in exchange for handling major tasks at the Paradise Bank, set to take his place in a few hundred years. Despite the reluctance of the elves in Paradise to venture outside, they would undoubtedly seek retribution.

“The Eiwass family won’t sit still… Wherever you hide in Midland, the hunters of Paradise will come for you—”

“That’s enough chatter.”

Crack. Crunch!

With a gesture from Ludmilla, the remaining bodyguards were crushed into round balls. While they were distracted by the shocking death of E-Urel, Ludmilla had swiftly dealt with them using spatial technique.

Six elves of Paradise were dead in an instant. The onlookers who had casually watched the skirmish in the heart of the capital were frozen in shock. It was an incident with profound repercussions.

“Cease this fight at once—!”

A detachment arrived late, brandishing weapons and starting to encircle Khan’s group. It was the capital’s guard force of Renford Kingdom. Among them, there were knights whose blue aura shimmered threateningly.

“How dare you fight in the middle of the capital… What is…!?”

A knight in what appeared to be magically-enhanced armor, wielding a sword wrapped in aura, pushed through the guard formation and froze up after witnessing the scene.

“Uugh! Uwek!”

Some guards began retching at the sight of the round ball of flesh that had once been an elf. Normally, the knight would have reprimanded them to maintain discipline, but his own mind was too paralyzed by shock to do so.

‘Dead?’

The strange large sword was embedded in the ground, having pierced right through the head. There was no doubt about the instant death. The problem was the pointed ears of the corpse.


The palace had already informed them that a high-ranking official from the Paradise Bank was visiting the capital. And now that official lay dead in front of the Platinum Merchant Guild? Who was responsible?

None other than himself.

“These… lunatics…!”

Strictly speaking, it wasn’t entirely his fault. He had received reports of a battle and, hearing about the significant implications, had mobilized his forces immediately. From his perspective, he had taken the best possible action.

The problem was that the battle ended too quickly, and the person killed happened to be the head of the external business division of a transcontinental power, the Paradise Bank.

“You lot. I won’t listen to any excuses. Arrest them immediately—!”

“Wait, hold on a moment.”

“Who dares interfere with the actions of the guard…! Huh.”

As the knight issued the command, a voice interrupted. The knight, about to shout angrily, was stunned into silence upon realizing who the speaker was. It was none other than the owner of the building where the fight had taken place.

“The Guild Master of the Platinum Merchant Guild…?!”

“Is it really so surprising that I appeared? A major commotion broke out on my property, after all. Shouldn’t I be the one asking questions?”

“…What do you mean by that?”

“Why did it take you so long to arrive? While different species and barbarian from the North were tearing up my land, you were nowhere to be seen. Now that it’s all over, you suddenly show up. I must say, I’m quite disappointed.”

“W-What are you talking about? I did my best—!”

“If this is your best, then the money I donated to the guard for the sake of the capital’s security feels utterly wasted, don’t you think?”

The knight’s mouth shut tight as if sealed.

It was surprising to see a person who could tear apart others with their bare hands cowering like this. But given the identity of his adversary, it was only to be expected.

The Guild Master of the Platinum Merchant Guild, the king of the financial world holding the purse strings of the kingdom. Some even claimed his influence could alter the royal succession itself.

‘Damn it.’

Privately, he was also the benefactor who poured significant donations into the guard under the pretext of maintaining security. Ruining relations with him would mean an end to the luxurious lifestyle the knight had grown accustomed to.


‘What do I do now?’

He couldn’t afford to clash with the Guild Master of the Platinum Merchant Guild. The royal family’s exact dealings with the elves of the Paradise Bank were unclear, but the elf from the bank was dead, while the guild master remained alive.

If the guild master lodged a complaint with the royal family, it would translate into tangible repercussions against them.

“…Is there anything you desire?”

In the end, it was the knight who first yielded.

And as if on cue, the Guild Master of the Platinum Merchant Guild presented an enigmatic proposal, which the knight hesitated over for a moment before accepting.

“Thank you. I will show my appreciation in due course.”

Any doubts about whether accepting this offer was the right move vanished with the guild master’s next words, implying tangible rewards—gold coins.

‘Made an agreement with the Guild Master and secured actual benefits. Plus, I have something to report back. This is perfect.’

“Well then, we will take charge of the bodies.”

“Let’s resolve the matter of their custody once my curiosity is satisfied.”

“Yes. But—should they cause trouble, you might be in danger. I can lend you some of the guard’s troops if you wish.”

“No need. We have our own means of protection. No need for concern.”

“In that case.”

The knight saluted and left after delegating the task of handling the bodies and cleaning the scene to some of the guard’s troops. He didn’t arrest Khan and his party.

“Follow me.”

The mastermind who had swiftly prevented the arrest through a discreet deal with the knight—the Guild Master of the Platinum Merchant Guild—gave that simple command, turning towards the guild’s main building.

With everything falling into place without any effort on their part, Maya looked puzzled. Khan chuckled and followed the Guild Master.

“Impressive.”

“Even a poor noble’s mansion in the Empire is more splendid than this. Compared to the money they earn, this place is quite humble.”


That was Ludmilla’s impression upon entering the building of the Platinum Merchant Guild. The Guild Master, indifferent, replied, leaving it ambiguous whether it was out of arrogance or modesty.

Maya and Ludmilla, who had never left Argon Kingdom, a place steeped in history but lagging in culture and technology, were understandably awestruck by the building.

The enchanted chandeliers lighting the corridors, the paintings and crafts clearly created by renowned artists, and the guild’s employees bustling about in fine clothing painted a picture of opulence.

‘Money returns when spent, after all.’

The episodes involving the Platinum Merchant Guild often forced players to choose sides, between the guild and the elves of the Paradise Bank.

In such scenarios, Khan always sided with the Guild Master, simply because the other option involved elves. And in progressing through some quests, the Guild Master would always utter the line, “Money returns when spent.”

The idea being, being stingy with investments leads to losing potential gains.

“Come in. Let’s talk inside.”

Recollecting his memories from the game, after walking some distance down the corridor, the Guild Master of the Platinum Merchant Guild opened a hefty-looking door himself.

The interior, compared to the opulent corridor, was filled with luxurious furniture but appeared rather modest, even plain. Seeing the familiar room, Khan muttered inwardly.

‘This is the personal office.’

They had bypassed the reception room, reserved for clients, and were directly in the Guild Master’s personal office. The reason for this privilege was probably—

“Well, well. It really is you!”

“Long time no see.”

The figure welcoming Khan’s group inside the Guild Master’s personal office was none other than Eto, the young merchant who had once made a significant profit thanks to Khan’s help in Bates.

***

“I was already surprised that a fight broke out, and even more surprised to hear it involved you….”

Though still possessing a genial nature, Eto now seemed calmer, likely due in part to his relationship with the Guild Master of the Platinum Merchant Guild.

“Ah, I almost forgot to introduce him. As you might know, the Guild Master here—”

“Is Pablo. Privately speaking, you could consider me this boy’s uncle. And I’m also the owner of the land you’ve been wreaking havoc on.”

While it raised questions as to why someone like Eto, related to the Guild Master, ventured out dangerously on his own, Khan refrained from poking into personal family matters. There were more pressing issues at hand.

“This bumbling fool went out on his own merchant adventure and received your help, didn’t he? Consider this incident repayment for that. Seeing your capabilities, it seems you wouldn’t have had much trouble anyway. But it saved us both the hassle, didn’t it?”

“That it did. But isn’t there still an outstanding matter to settle?”

“…An outstanding matter?”

Pablo’s eyes gleamed with curiosity.

“What do you mean?”

“The price for dealing with the elf from the Paradise Bank. That elf must have caused you a fair amount of trouble.”

“…!”

Pablo attempted to maintain a neutral expression, but he couldn’t fully suppress a slight flinch. With agility stat high enough to catch even the most minute reactions, Khan noticed it.

“I know everything. No need for tedious mind games. I’m not asking for a lot anyway.”

“…Before that, I have a question.”

“Go ahead.”

“Are you prepared to deal with the aftermath? Elves are inherently arrogant, viewing humans as inferior species to be preserved. To them, this incident is akin to a shepherd killing the livestock they were caring for. The elves will want revenge. Aren’t you afraid of their hunters?”

‘I’ve heard this before.’

Khan found it amusing and wanted to turn the question back on Pablo.

Just like with the Eiwass bodyguards earlier, and now with Pablo—

“Actually, let me offer you some advice. Stop thinking of elves as mystical beings different from humans.”

“What do you mean?”

Pablo started to question but froze upon meeting Khan’s stern gaze.

“Revenge? Of course, they’ll seek it. One of the six families being humiliated by a human’s hand means losing face. But Eiwass won’t emerge unscathed either. Other families will hold them accountable. When Eiwass members get expelled from Paradise, the resulting vacuum will give the Platinum Merchant Guild some breathing room.”

People often say words have power. But Pablo thought differently. The words of a powerful person carry weight. And the barbarian before him was unquestionably one of the most powerful individuals in the world.

In terms of sheer martial strength.

“They’re just like humans, only with an unusually long lifespan. Deep down, the elves are still driven by the same ambitions and greed. Even their society, Paradise, is fraught with internal strife. Their arrogance even extends to their own kind, viewing them as rivals.”

Paradise is a place whose true nature eluded even the Empire. Khan made no effort to hide his detailed knowledge of Paradise.

‘Is it just bluster?’

Pablo couldn’t help but think it might be. But he still remembered vividly. The shockwave that shook the entire guild building and the sight of the barbarian effortlessly slaying the elf.

That’s why—

He found himself nodding subconsciously to the barbarian’s proposal.

“Arrange a ship heading north for us. In return, I’ll ensure that the elves of Paradise no longer trouble the Platinum Merchant Guild.”
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Paradise Bank.

This transcontinental financial institution was established by the elves of Paradise, allegedly to preserve the knowledge and legacy of short-lived races. Over time, Paradise Bank indeed conserved and passed on technologies and legacies that had naturally faded. The Magic Tower, for instance, acquired ancient essence refinement techniques through dealings with the bank.

Of course, there was always a price.

“Bank President, the shipment of mana stones refined by the Magic Tower has been completed. The impurity content is minimal. It appears they have improved the refinement process through the essence technique.”

“Ask them if they are willing to transfer that technique to us. We will determine if it holds value for Paradise’s knowledge repository and offer appropriate compensation.”

“… The Elhaz family mentioned curbing excessive outflows. Specifically, the advancements of the Magic Tower pose a considerable threat.”

“They are short-lived species after all. Knowledge tends to degrade over generations. Assure them that there’s no significant concern from our side.”

The price was negligible compared to the benevolence bestowed by Paradise Bank.

“Next is…”

“President Serenil.”

“Vice President Roen.”

The youngest elder of one of the six great families, Serenil, glanced at the intruder of the meeting.

Roen, the vice president of Paradise Bank and the de facto leader driving its business, quietly furrowed his brow.

─A young member of Eiwass has passed away. You remember E-Urel, who was handling affairs in the Renford Kingdom, correct?

─E-Urel? Sent to establish our presence in the Northern Sea. Yes, I remember. He has returned to the embrace of nature?

─The spirit he contracted has come back to me.

Roen conveyed E-Urel’s death through a unique sound wave perceptible only to elven senses, and summoned the blue wolf spirit through spirit magic.

─Is this E-Urel’s spirit?

─Yes. Would you like to see?

Serenil nodded slightly, and Roen closed his eyes, chanting in ancient Elvish. It was an elven incantation.


Hummm.

A gentle light enveloped Serenil’s retinas.

The ancient incantation allowed retrieval of the memories that nature held, and it also worked on spirits, as they are part of nature.

Though E-Urel’s level was too low for a perfectly clear memory, it was sufficient to understand the situation.

“…A barbarian from the North?”

Surprised by the unexpected nature of the brute glimpsed through the spirit’s memory, Serenil let out her query aloud and extinguished the light in her eyes.

─How many northern barbarian who crossed into the continent are strong enough to defeat an elf contracted with a spirit?

─There were about twenty of them, around three to four hundred years ago. Not many have stood out recently—oh, there is one notable individual.

Roen, who handled the practical operations of Paradise Bank, was responsible for gathering and compiling information from the bank’s branches across the continent.

Serenil, the bank president, offered final approvals and guidance on major business directions. She wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about her role.

However, Roen understood Serenil’s lack of enthusiasm. Being the youngest elder from one of the Six Families, she was appointed as the bank president for the next century. For an elf who grew up in the paradise of the elves, it was akin to torture.

“Bring me the documents on the Dragon Slayer of Argon Kingdom.”

“Understood!”

Feeling a pang of sympathy for Serenil, Roen instructed an elf subordinate to fetch information about a certain individual.

“Here are the relevant documents.”

“Good work.”

Among the numerous chaotic incidents occurring in the borderlands, this was one of the most intriguing. It involved a barbarian who had personally resolved a significant issue.

Serenil’s eyes skimmed through the soft elf-made paper, and she spoke after more than ten minutes.

─Everything written here is true?

─It’s verified information. While some details might be missing, what’s recorded is accurate, as always.


─Astonishing. To think he eradicated a revived golden dragon with a single strike…

Despite her youthful and beautiful appearance, Serenil was an ancient being for whom counting the years of life had become meaningless. Moreover, as a member of one of the Six Families, she knew many secrets unknown to the public.

─A golden dragon… If I recall correctly, the name of the dragon captured by human mages in the distant past was also Golden Dragon.

The information didn’t end there. There were claims that a single sword strike obliterated buildings and walls within the royal palace—a tale so absurd that even insiders who were on the bank’s payroll echoed the same story.

‘Perhaps it’s possible for elders contracted with ancient spirits…’

─The next section details the movements of the individual presumed to be the same barbarian now known as the Dragon Slayer of Argon.

Serenil nodded slightly and continued reading the remaining paragraphs. The more she read, the more it seemed like she was witnessing a scene from an ancient legend.

─Is Eiwass planning to send hunters?

─We plan to dispatch ten of our family’s hunters. Half of them will be elite spirit contractors.

‘Five spirit contractors…’

For the elves, a race with few offspring, sending ten hunters out of Paradise was a significant decision. Among them, spirit contractors were particularly precious. Sending five beings equivalent to the human concept of ‘superhumans’ would be a considerable force.

However, Serenil shook her head.

─This beast’s actions are troubling. Especially if the strike used against the Golden Dragon wasn’t a temporary boost from an artifact but something they can repeatedly perform.

Even though Eiwass was willing to incur significant losses to handle this, there was no need for an elder of Isha to intervene. Yet, Serenil’s unease about this mysterious barbarian prompted her to act.

─Bring the short-lived alchemist we recently acquired.

Roen flinched significantly at Serenil’s decision. The term ‘short-lived alchemist’ was what caused Roen’s reaction.

─That individual… Very well, I’ll bring them.

He initially seemed hesitant but ultimately agreed with Serenil’s decision. After all, there was no need to cut into their own resources unnecessarily.

It took quite some time before Roen returned after heading off somewhere. However, for Serenil, who had lived an exceedingly long life, it wasn’t particularly long.

Especially knowing that the short-lived one they were bringing back was likely in a drugged stupor, some time was necessary.


“…She consumed several times the lethal dose. I managed to wake her just enough for a conversation.”

“Very well.”

Roen, with a faintly irritated expression, dragged the woman across the floor and dropped her in front of Serenil. Flaming red hair spilled over the marble floor.

“Uhuhuh. Why did you call me this time? Finally decided to have some fun with me, pretty pointy-eared one?”

The red-haired woman, lying on the floor and giggling to herself, pushed herself up, only to stagger and catch herself on the ground.

A typical behavior of a drug addict. Yet, Serenil and Roen were evidently tense in the presence of this woman. Elven ancients who had lived for centuries.

“Aah.. My body feels stiff. This batch was pretty strong. It was great; next time, make it even stronger, okay?”

“If it’s any stronger, no matter how resilient your body is, you’ll end up damaged.”

“Don’t worry, pointy-eared one. That’s for me to decide. I’m already pissed off because I was woken up halfway through.”

An eerie chill filled the room.

The woman righted herself shakily, her physique imposing. She stood about a head taller than an average human woman, with broad shoulders and visible, well-defined muscles on her partly exposed body.

But the most unsettling aspect was her eyes. After a day of soaking in the concoctions of elven secret potions, her green eyes gleamed with murderous intent. Eyes that looked nothing like those of someone high on an overdose of drugs.

“…In any case, you won’t need to soak in the potion for a while. We have a task for you, as promised.”

“A task?”

“You barged in here demanding our elven potions, threatening us. Surely, you haven’t forgotten what we asked from you in return.”

“Oh—”

The red-haired woman scratched the back of her head roughly, sweeping her fingers through her bangs. Revealing a face that, despite being associated with a drug addict, was remarkably healthy and beautiful.

“Right, I remember now. If someone as high and mighty as you is asking me for help, the enemy must be quite something.”

Her words showed no regard for the fact that she was speaking to the bank president and elder of one of the six great families. But Serenil remained stoically unreactive.

“Such a letdown. Here I thought you finally decided to roll in the hay with me, pointy ears. But let me be clear. Don’t ask anything that will endanger me. Even though that old coot trapped in the Great Demonic Realm rarely checks in on me, I don’t want to end up dead.”

“Your target is someone with no ties to you. A barbarian from the North.”

“A barbarian? From Hoarfrost Gorge?”

For an instant, a glint appeared in the red-haired woman’s green eyes.

“What did that barbarian do?”

“The next elder of Paradise. You might recognize the face. E-Urel was killed by that barbarian, and we want revenge.”

“You want to use my blade for something like this?”

“It’s not just something like this, Roen.”

The vice president, Roen, handed over the information he had transcribed in the Imperial language to the woman, who then broke into a broad smile.

“This does sound interesting. Ha, is this person even human?”

“Currently, he is crossing the Northern Sea on a scheduled ship from the Renford Kingdom, heading towards a port city in Northland.”

“What? Doesn’t that mean it’s already too late?”

“We have dwarven ships at our disposal. Using them, you should be able to catch up.”

“In that case— I leave the preparations to you. Just make sure to stock my bag well with the necessary drugs.”

Leaving those words behind, the red-haired woman glided out of the room.

‘A barbarian who attracts incidents…’

Her gait, which had been staggering up until she left Serenil and Roen’s sight, suddenly became firm and assured.

With a physique that had surpassed the human limits through endless training and a mental fortitude honed by pushing herself to the brink daily, she shook off the drug’s effects in no time.

Of course, not just anyone could achieve this. It was possible because she was a rare genius, having one of the strongest swordsmen in the Empire as her master.

‘It’s nice to enjoy my newfound freedom, but I can’t ignore something as intriguing as this—’

Furthermore, the quarry aligned perfectly with her master’s directive to investigate significant events beyond the Sword Mountain. A barbarian who was practically a living calamity, causing turmoil wherever he went.

Thus, Leniyar, the second disciple of the Empire’s greatest swordsman and the inheritor of ancient swordsmanship, set off to Northland to follow Khan and his party.

TL’s Corner:
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To reach Hoarfrost Gorge, one absolutely had to cross the Northern Sea and arrive at Northland. No, to be precise, the fastest and safest way, on the assumption that a ship could be secured, was to cross the Northern Sea.

Traveling by land would mean passing through the Greenskin-infested Battlegrounds. The reason for going all the way to the Renford Kingdom to persuade the elf of Paradise Bank wasn’t solely to avoid future annoyances.

“It’s fortunate that things worked out well. Ships in the Renford Kingdom are primarily under royal jurisdiction. We could have ended up walking all the way to Northland.”

“It’s thanks to that absent-minded merchant’s smooth talk.”

“Oh? Did something like that happen? And who is this Eto?”

“He’s a merchant I briefly acquainted with in Bates. Thanks to our lord, he was saved and made quite a profit.”

“Oh. As expected, our boss foresaw even that…!”

What nonsense are they talking about?

Maya and Alejandro had an oddly perfect rapport, which baffled Khan. The fact that most of their discussions revolved around him made Khan feel inexplicably uneasy.

“Do you really think that guy helped us because of me?”

What bothered him most was that their conversation stemmed from a misunderstanding.

“Huh? Then why did he help us?”

“…Wasn’t it to repay the lord’s kindness by persuading the platinum guild master?”

Khan had no idea where to start correcting their misconception. How could he tell Maya to her face about the peculiar way that greenhorn Eto looked at her?

As a person with modern sensibilities and life experience, he couldn’t bring himself to commit such a cruel act.

‘Just what does that eccentric pervert see in her?’

Love indeed took many forms, but just thinking about it made Khan feel suffocated, so he decided to change the topic.

“…Tsk. I get that you’re bored because you can’t go outside, but keep it down a bit. And cut back on the silly talk. Once we’re out of Renford’s waters, you’ll be able to go out.”

After a few days cooped up in the warehouse, the two started chatting incessantly. Calming them down, Khan then turned his attention to Ludmilla.

“This is more complicated than I thought. There are parts that correlate with ancient languages, but the structure is completely different.”


“It doesn’t matter much. In Hoarfrost Gorge, there are only a handful who can write their own names. As long as we can communicate verbally, it’s fine.”

“Is that so…?”

Because they couldn’t easily leave the warehouse until the scheduled departure of the passenger ship, Ludmilla had decided to learn the Hoarfrost Gorge language rather than idling away the time.

Fortunately, thanks to the memories of this body, Khan was exceptionally gifted in languages. He had mastered not only the language of Hoarfrost Gorge but also most of the languages spoken in Midland.

“The basic structure of Hoarfrost Gorge’s language is….”

And lucky for Ludmilla, Khan was very skilled at teaching others. Before the possession, he had often helped his young niece with her studies and homework, spending enough time doing so to consider himself a fairly competent teacher.

‘Although, honestly, she probably would have learned it on her own even without me.’

However, that confidence didn’t last long. Ludmilla’s learning ability was at an almost incomprehensible level.

“Well, you can speak it pretty well now.”

“Not just well, I’m better than a local….”

With her astounding intellect, Ludmilla mastered the language of Hoarfrost Gorge to a level surpassing that of a native speaker in less than four days.

It was the fourth day since they had been confined to the warehouse, and it was finally the day the scheduled ship would depart from the harbor and head into the Northern Sea.

“Oh, oh….”

“Is this really safe? What if we capsize…?”

Ding- ding- ding- ding-

Amid the loud ringing of the bell, the cargo room, which had been converted into a cabin for ‘unlisted guests,’ shook violently.

Of course, the initial intense shaking didn’t last long. While the Argon Kingdom villagers, experiencing this sensation for the first time, complained of dizziness, the ship left the harbor and began its full-fledged voyage.

“You may come out now.”

A burly sailor, who appeared unexpectedly courteous, informed the group that they could now go outside. At first glance, it seemed this wasn’t the first time he had helped smuggle people across the Northern Sea.

Moreover, despite his rough appearance, his hospitality was surprisingly detailed.


“Those experiencing severe dizziness will be served light, comfortable food. If you need alcohol or additional meals, please ask a nearby sailor.”

“Is there an extra charge for that?”

“The cargo owner has covered all expenses.”

Indeed, the investment was thorough.

The cargo owner—the platinum merchant guild master—hadn’t just sent them off casually. After all, it was crucial for Khan’s group to survive and attract attention to ensure the elves’ focus remained on them. Perhaps it was the peculiar taste of Eto that had facilitated such arrangements.

Khan ordered a light snack and a strong drink to settle his stomach. Ludmilla, Maya, and Eson, feeling unsettled by the unfamiliar sensation, declined eating anything.

The only one completely unfazed and eating more than Khan was Alejandro, who suddenly stood up and exclaimed.

“Boss! Can we at least take a look outside? The sailor mentioned that the view of the sea during the voyage is spectacular.”

“Do as you like. Actually, it might be better if everyone goes out and takes a look at the sea. Seeing the open ocean might make you feel a bit better.”

“…Fine.”

Even Ludmilla, with her unfathomable intellect, was suffering greatly from seasickness, being a mage after all.

Leaning on Maya’s shoulder, who was in relatively good shape, Ludmilla left the cargo room and stepped onto the deck, giving a sudden remark.

“Indeed, it’s a rare sight….”

The landscape before them was of an ocean drenched in sunlight, sparkling in ever-changing patterns, and an endless, expansive sky.

Ludmilla had succeeded in flying using golems, but the view from the middle of the sea felt exceptionally special. If she had been holed up in the Forest of the Inverted Cross, solely devoted to spell research, she wouldn’t even have had the chance to see the ocean.

“Wow. This is truly amazing! And it’s incredible how this giant ship moves so smoothly.”

“It’s due to spellcasting. They use gray spells to increase the speed.”

Rarely sounding sentimental, Ludmilla added a kind interpretation.

“Wow, pushing this massive vessel with spells must not be easy. There’s a reason the royal family manages it directly. Mages usually dislike using their spells in such a manner, don’t they?”

“That’s true. I’ve heard there are ships that move using mana stones as a power source even without a mage, but that’s dwarf technology and is mainly owned by imperial prince-electors or the royal family.”


“Do such things really exist?”

“Well, I haven’t seen one myself….”

“They do exist. Though, you better hope you don’t encounter one.”

“Excuse me?”

Alejandro’s confused question made Khan chuckle wryly.

“Those guys are just pirates. They plunder wealth to maintain their main ship and use that money to buy mana stones. If you run into dwarves at sea, just consider yourself dead. Either give up what you have quietly or prepare to die.”

“Are you saying they are robbers?”

“Thugs. Sea thugs.”

These Midland dwarves had abandoned land and set their sights on the sea. They were crazy thugs who enjoyed the supply of mana stones and freedom in their maritime territory in exchange for regular technological cooperation with the Empire.

“But don’t we have mages here too? Can’t we just blow them away with spells…?”

“Have you ever heard of a dwarf sword breaking? Their ships are the same. They reinforce their ships with alloys made from dwarf technology and have magical defenses that can withstand most spells. They’re incredibly fast too, so they’re not easy to hit. Most importantly—”

Khan began to explain the terror of the ‘main cannon’ on dwarf ships but decided to be vague. One wouldn’t truly understand until they experienced it firsthand. Even he had only encountered it in the game and had never seen a dwarf ship in real life.

“Just know that if you see a ship without sails, your best bet is to avoid it.”

“A ship without sails… Are you telling us to avoid something like that?”

“What?”

The tightening of Khan’s face and the blaring alarms from the scheduled ships of the Renford Kingdom happened almost simultaneously.

There was no need to ask a passing sailor what those alarms signified. How often would there be such an urgent signal on a ship all of a sudden?

“Pirate ship!!”

“Brace for impact! If the ship gets holed, we’re all dead!”

Their party wasn’t amateur enough to be thrown off by the sudden situation. Though Eson, who hadn’t experienced such events before, seemed flustered, none of the group paid him any mind.

“Talk about speaking things into existence.”

“Is this my fault somehow?!”

“Probably not.”

Ignoring the frenzied sailors, they headed towards the stern. Briefly, the sailors’ eyes flicked towards the ‘smuggled goods’ being revealed, but they quickly moved away, the situation being too urgent.

“It’s chaotic. Pirates…”

“They’re not just any pirates.”

“Excuse me? Then what…”

“When at sea, ‘pirate ship’ is slang for a dwarf ship.”

Alejandro’s eyes widened in shock. He was astonished that the dwarf ship they had just been talking about had actually appeared.

‘This is incredibly unexpected…’

Khan was just as taken aback. While it was well-known that dwarves loved pirating, he didn’t think they would be bold enough to attack a scheduled ship of the Renford Kingdom.

Moreover, the main operational area of the dwarf pirates wasn’t the Northern Sea but rather the waters near the Empire, which added to his surprise.

But the situation was already unfolding.

‘Damn, it’s real.’

In the distance, a small dot was rapidly approaching them.

The unusual alloy armor, incongruous with the medieval setting. The sharp, protruding bow designed for frontal collisions, and the magical engineering cannon where the sails should be. The streamlined and compact design for efficient mana stone consumption.

A typical dwarf ship.

“They’re coming straight at us as if they’re going to ram us!”

As Alejandro pointed out, the dwarf pirate ship charged directly at the Renford Kingdom’s much larger vessel. Though it seemed impossible, Khan, recalling the power of the magical engineering cannon from the game, instructed Ludmilla to prepare a defensive spell.

Contrary to everyone’s expectations, however, the dwarf pirate ship did not collide with the royal vessel.

Instead.

Shrrrr─.

A chilling slicing sound echoed across the open sea, and a long line was drawn on the hull of the ship just before impact. As the crack spread along this line—

Boom!

The dwarf pirate ship rammed into the middle of the scheduled ship. In an instant, it rendered the vessel powerless. It was an absurd technique of slashing with a sword first.

On the deck of the pirate ship, which had split the massive vessel in two and sank it, stood a woman with red hair flowing, wielding a sword even longer than herself.

“I found you, my prey.”

Despite the significant distance between them, her voice echoed distinctly. Even across that distance, the eyes of the sword demon locked onto her quarry.
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The moment his eyes met hers from a distance, a chilling aura pierced Khan’s neck. Almost instinctively, he raised Draupnir to shield his upper body, but he hesitated at his own reaction, gently touching his neck.

‘I’m fine…?’

It wasn’t a mistake. Clearly, the eerie aura unique to swordsmen had slashed past his neck. His battle instincts and a barbarian’s acute senses shouted in unison. Yet, there wasn’t a single scratch on his thick neck.

Ahh.

He did feel pain, though. While he was shocked by this bizarre phenomenon, a red-haired woman smiled, stretching her lips to both sides.

“You have good instincts.”

The distance between them was still vast. Yet her voice sounded so close as if she was whispering right next to him.

‘This is…!’

It wasn’t due to some magical power. His senses, honed sharper as he approached the domain of superhumans, were entirely filled with her presence. It was as if her sheer presence had devoured his superhuman senses.

“You seem quite skilled with the sword. This will be interesting.”

The posture of the woman, who let her long greatsword hang to the ground, was far from that of a swordsman. But Khan knew. Even Karlsen, the only swordsman he had some acquaintance with, would be like a child who had just picked up a sword compared to this woman.

‘Why is she here!’

And then he realized her identity. A beautiful woman with a vibrant red hair, wielding a greatsword longer than herself, with an exceptional aura and a sword strike that had split a ship in half. The clues were more than sufficient to identify her.

“Run at full speed! She’s the Sword Demon of the Empire─!”

“Sword Demon? Why is Volatus’ Sword Demon here?!”

“No time for curiosity, start casting spells!”

One of the mages, who was adjusting the ship’s direction with a spell, muttered in a perplexed voice. The reactions of the other sailors were similar, and Khan immediately shouted at them to flee.

It was a name that left no choice but to flee. An absolute master, beyond the realm of mere swordsmen, whose swordsmanship was said to be truly transcendent.

She was one of only two people across the entire continent of Midland to be granted the title of Sword Master. The great master of the Volatus school, Valken Leichtap’s second disciple.

Volatus’ Sword Demon, Leniyar.


A monster among monsters who, in a flash, surpassed Valken Leichtap’s first disciple by more than twenty years. Moreover, she was notorious for her brutal and violent nature, often acting without thinking of the consequences.

The tale of how she crippled the son of the Empire’s Elector and left a long scar on the Elector’s face itself was nearly legendary in the Empire.

Yet, despite this, the only punishment she received from her master Valken Leichtap was ten years of probation. The Empire’s Elector, who had received a lifelong scar from her sword, couldn’t even make a significant complaint.

Even leaving aside that she had Valken Leichtap, the Empire’s strongest, backing her, the Elector deemed it too much of a loss to contend with a monster clearly destined to surpass her master.

Khan’s face stiffened upon realizing that such a monster had marked him as her ‘prey.’

—

“Human! What are you doing?! The Elder clearly instructed to minimize damage to the ship…!”

“Shut up. Before I rip your mouth wide open.”

“What-!”

Annoying.

Leniyar flicked her wrist briefly. It was a gesture as if swatting away a nearby buzzing insect. But the outcome was far from trivial.

Squelch─.

The head of the elf who had protested against her fell to the floor, severed from its owner. The fountain of blood gushing from the neck drenched not only the dwarf’s ship but everyone aboard, yet no one dared to utter a word.

“Just shut up and maintain the ship. That’s all you’re good for, pretties.”

“Grr…”

She had achieved the unthinkable: cutting a man’s head off with a barehanded strike. Even an elf swordsman who had wielded a blade for centuries couldn’t mimic such a feat.

The hunters from the Eiwass family, who had looked down on her for being short-lived, hesitated.

If she had done it with a sword, it might have been understandable. They had already witnessed her terrifying prowess at splitting a ship in half.

But to use her bare hands like a sword? She was not just a swordsman. She was a human sword in every sense of the word.

‘Sword Demon!’


Only now did the arrogant elves truly grasp the meaning of her moniker. As did every other swordsman who had faced her. She was a literal demon of the sword, a being whose body and soul were both molded by the essence of the blade.

“Dock the ships. I’ve got someone I want to meet.”

The elves made no protest. An elf hunter took the helm and steered towards the ship presumed to be the mothership. Contracted elves with spirits propelled the ship, and as the mana engines powered by magic stones fueled the engines, the vessel began slicing through the water.

Wooaaarrr─!

Combined with the elf spirit magic and the pinnacle of dwarf engineering, the distance between the two ships closed rapidly. But, of course, the forces on the side of Renford Kingdom didn’t just sit back and allow the approach.

“Just stop them from getting close! Hold out until we gain speed─!”

The barbarian who killed the Eiwass elf shouted, sensing the mana in the atmosphere stirring. The elf hunters immediately recognized the sign.

“A spell!”

“Deploy protective spells….”

“No! Just watch and stay quiet!”

Leniyar, who had restrained the dwarf pirates from deploying the ship’s own protection spells, pulled her greatsword back and spun half a circle, unleashing a semicircular slash.

The myriad of projectiles fired by the Renford royal mages disintegrated upon contact with the semicircular slash. She had sliced through the core of each spell, a technique that swordmaster Karlsen had once demonstrated.

But Leniyar’s execution was on an entirely different level.

“Not quite enough,” she smirked, effortlessly replicating what Karlsen achieved only through extreme concentration.

Bang─!

A loud noise echoed, momentarily disrupting Leniyar’s balance.

“What the…”

Of course, her imbalance lasted only for a split second. As she quickly regained her stance and turned around irritably, she noticed a dent in the flank armor enveloping the dwarf pirate ship.

“I cut through all the spells, though?”

“It’s a cannon! They’re targeting us from the side!”


“Oh, right.”

Though Leniyar’s tone was intensely indifferent, the situation didn’t look too good from the elves’ perspective. The Renford royal fleet’s response was unexpectedly deft.

Encircling the dwarf pirate ship in a pentagon formation, the fleet’s flanks faced the pirate ship. They seemed intent on sinking it by continuous bombardment.

Of course, a few cannon shots wouldn’t sink a dwarf pirate ship. But if they kept taking hits without retaliation, even the sturdy dwarf vessel wouldn’t withstand it for long. Their unfamiliarity with naval combat – an unforeseen vulnerability – was hindering them.

“Deploy the protection spells to their maximum! With the help of the spirits, nothing can penetrate!”

“Why bother?”

As the hunters from the Eiwass family hurriedly prepared countermeasures, Leniyar remained nonchalant. Targeting us with cannons? Then just stop them from targeting. Why bother taking the hits?

“Charge.”

“What did you say?”

“I said charge, or do I have to cut off your worthless ears too?”

Leniyar pointed her finger directly at the mothership at the center of their formation.

“Just knock out the commander first. Is this your first time in real combat or something? Are those pretty little heads just for show?”

The dwarf pirate ship was much smaller and faster than the Renford royal ships. So they should just stick to the mothership, preventing it from targeting them. Once they decided to accelerate, the cannons wouldn’t be able to hit them anyway.

The straightforward and brutish logic left the elf hunters speechless.

“If you understand, then get moving, quickly.”

“Fine…! Summon the wind!”

The elf, who had contracted with the wind spirits, conjured a gust, accelerating the ship.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

As the ship sped up, water erupted from the sea, trailing the cannon fire trying to hit them.

The pirate ship, trailing jets of water like a tail, rapidly closed the distance to the mothership that had previously been moving away. At that distance, Leniyar lowered her stance and drew her left side back, preparing to swing her sword.

‘Let’s start by making a hole.’

While it was a bit unfortunate that the battlefield was on the water, she decided to see the romance in it. After all, the scenario she had eagerly anticipated was now within reach, as her prey had reacted to her killing intent.

Rumble! Rumble! Rumble!

However, she sensed ominous signs coming from beneath the sea, indicating that her opponents had no intention of letting her have her way. With her innate talent as a warrior, Leniyar immediately guessed that this was a magic circle trap, typically employed by the mages of the Magic Tower in close-quarter combat.

As soon as their prepared magic circle engulfed the target, it was activated like a mine.

“Annoying…”

Her prediction was correct. A massive chunk of ice emerged from beneath the pirate ship, displacing the seawater. The ship was suddenly perched atop an iceberg, its mana stone engine idling in vain, halting their advance.

“What kind of crazy magic is this?!”

One of the elf hunters cried out in disbelief. Not only was the idea of immobilizing a ship by floating a giant ice block underneath it insane, but the fact that a mage had implemented such a spell via a magic circle was even more incredible. Even a Magus from the Azure Tower wouldn’t be capable of such an absurd feat.

“Oh, this is interesting.”

Leniyar licked her lips as if she had discovered a rare delicacy. The situation was already satisfying enough with the prowess of the barbarian, but now there was also a cunning mage using intricate techniques? She never expected to have such an entertaining experience outside the Empire.

“Hey. Is it possible to send a person flying using spirit magic?”

“It is… But wait. Are you planning to go in there alone?!”

“If you understand, shut up and do it. I’m itching for a fight here. Or would you rather get sliced up instead?”

“Alright! Alright!”

The elves, who had been trying to push the ship with wind spirits, redirected their efforts to propel Leniyar forward.

As she arced through the air, the bewildered gazes of the royal fleet’s sailors followed her. And then they noticed a violet-clad woman reaching out towards her.

“Engulf.”

Having planned to lure her into the air from the start, the woman clenched her fist.

Ka-BOOM…

A huge magic circle, large enough to cover the entire deck, manifested in an instant. The spell materialized as streams of water.

Tens of sea dragons, formed from seawater, opened their jaws wide. The sheer mass of these water dragons was catastrophic. More importantly, how was Leniyar supposed to cut through and dissipate all that water? Not even someone of Leniyar’s caliber seemed capable of overcoming this.

Except for two individuals, everyone thought that way.

“How cute!”

A smile appeared between strands of her red hair fluttering in the wind. Then, countless rays of light engulfed the sea dragons.

Swoooosh!

It was as if she had sliced through a waterfall and made it vanish—a miraculous feat. Even the woman known as the Witch of Lorraine, a figure of dread, was taken aback. Nothing could stop Leniyar’s charge. Such thoughts filled the witch’s mind.

Absolute violence, absolute despair. But there was one more person who had predicted Leniyar wouldn’t be stopped. The ash-gray barbarian lunged upward toward Leniyar.

“Yes! This is how it should’ve been from the start!”

As she let out a wild laugh, she twisted her body in midair to steady her position.

‘Ending it in one strike might be a bit unsatisfying, but…!’

She intended to cut through him in one swift move as soon as he entered her range. No other swordsman could withstand her swordsmanship head-on, and she was confident that a barbarian, who wasn’t even a swordsman, wouldn’t be able to withstand it either.

“Thanks for falling into the trap, you blockheaded brat.”

“Blockheaded…?”

Leniyar momentarily didn’t comprehend the taunt thrown by the barbarian just before their blades met. blockheaded? Did he just call me a blockhead? Not even the old man dared to insult me like that.

“Yeah, blockhead.”

“Hey, you──!”

Her eyes flared up with rage at the repeated insult, just as it happened.

『Surging Strength』

『Heavy Sword』

An attack with the colossal strength of a giant and the weight of an immensely heavy sword came crashing down. In midair without any footing, there was no resisting such overwhelming force.

Despite the unimaginable strength, Leniyar wasn’t flustered. Regardless of how powerful the force was, there was nothing her blade couldn’t cut once it clashed with another.

However, she had overlooked one critical fact: The sword Khan wielded had the ‘Indestructible’ attribute. And this meant it was an absolute attribute that couldn’t be broken, except by a transcendent being.

“Nice meeting you, hope we never see each other again.”

“You bastard──!”

Before she could even finish her sentence, Leniyar’s body was sent flying into the sky. So high that she almost seemed like she would become one of the stars.

─Next time we meet, you’re dead!

And that was her final scream.
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‘Damn, I just lost ten years off my life.’

After Leniyar’s figure soared in a clean parabola, seemingly reaching for the clouds, and disappeared from sight, Khan finally allowed himself a sigh of relief. Any slight mistake would have ended with him making this vast ocean his grave.

The plan—immobilizing the dwarf pirate ship, utilizing the wind spirit to launch and board the ship, distracting Leniyar with Ludmilla’s spell, then using the ‘Indestructible’ attribute of Draupnir to fling her away—was entirely impromptu and full of holes.

‘What can you do? We were up against a monster after all…’

Leniyar was originally supposed to appear in Act 8. When a dragon attacked the Imperial capital, she, who had been under a disciplinary order from her master, had to act and assisted the players in achieving significant success.

Exactly.

Leniyar’s original role was a ‘Deus Ex Machina’ meant to address the rapid power inflation.

‘In Act 8, she had reached a level close to her master’s, and the battle played out with her cutting off the dragon’s wings after the players fought it to a certain extent.’

Although she hasn’t reached that level yet, with Khan’s current abilities, defeat was certain even if he employed all available means.

The only reason he achieved a tactical victory was due to the ocean’s restrictions greatly disadvantaging her, his prior understanding of her straightforward personality, and possessing a weapon with the ‘Indestructible’ attribute.

Surprisingly, the part of his weapon that had taken Leniyar’s sword strike had only sustained a chipped edge.

『Perhaps it’s due to your incompetence.』

After a long time, the weapon spirit sent a grumbling thought, but Khan felt a sense of injustice first.

‘Aren’t you the defective one?’

『Insolent!』

Ignoring the noisy weapon spirit, Khan remained focused on the situation, knowing it wasn’t over yet.

‘That monster of a blockhead isn’t dead, that’s for sure.’

Khan conveyed his suspicion that Leniyar might still be alive to the team.

“Really? Can a person survive a fall from that height?! That terrifying swordsmanship is one thing, but she can’t even fly…”

Alejandro, who had just calmed his heart after witnessing Leniyar’s ghost-like prowess, was incredulous at Khan’s assertion that she might not be dead or defeated.


“Elves are not just for decoration. They would probably find a way to save her. Using wind spirits to minimize the impact of the fall, for example.”

“Even so, she wouldn’t come out unscathed. Neutralizing the shock completely is impossible, even for me. She would still sustain significant injuries from falling from that height.”

“You’re right, Ludmilla. At least for now, we won’t be pursued. The problem lies ahead,” Khan said, nodding in agreement with Maya’s question.

“Do you mean when we arrive in Northland?”

Maya asked.

Khan nodded again.

“That blockhead will follow us to the end of the earth out of sheer pride, as long as she’s alive. And the elves won’t be any different.”

“… You mean she’ll chase us to Hoarfrost Gorge?” someone asked.

“Who knows.”

Khan didn’t outwardly commit but was inwardly certain. Leniyar would undoubtedly, if not surely, follow them to Hoarfrost Gorge.

‘Even though I don’t understand why such a monster, who is supposed to be in seclusion, is roaming free, our immediate task remains unchanged.’

In truth, precisely because he was certain Leniyar would follow them, heading to Hoarfrost Gorge was even more imperative. To turn their disadvantage into an advantage, they needed to secure favorable ground.

Whether she was a Sword Master’s disciple or an elf, all were equal before the calamity that was Hoarfrost Gorge.

“The Paradise Bank. Though we were warned about possible retaliation from them, I never imagined they’d deploy the Sword Demon of the Empire. Do you have any personal grudges against her?”

“That’s something I’m curious about too.”

“……Indeed. If I’d offended such a monster, I wouldn’t be alive and walking around.”

At that moment, a sailor who had been listening to their conversation sighed deeply. This was the same sailor who had earlier guided Khan’s party.

“Still, the situation isn’t entirely bleak. Though the losses are significant, from the royal family’s standpoint, we now have a valid justification. Not only will the kingdom have the upper hand in negotiations, but the kingdom can also demand concessions from them.”

Renford Kingdom had been in a disadvantageous position in negotiations with Paradise Bank for some undisclosed reason. As a result, the bank had been able to pressure the Platinum Trading Company without much resistance.

The sailor’s remark referred to this context, proving that he wasn’t an ordinary individual.


“Seems you hold a rather high position, don’t you?”

“Well… let’s just say I hold enough authority to be put in charge of the Platinum Trading Company’s ‘secret cargo’ aboard the royal ship. Smuggling it through Northland’s stringent ports is no easy task, which is why I stepped in.”

“Are you of royal blood?”

“You’re free to imagine whatever you like.”

Khan looked at the sailor with a newfound, somewhat surprised gaze. Previously, he had thought the man was just a rough seafarer, but it seemed his stature was unexpectedly significant.

“At any rate, understand that the royal family has put forth their best effort. Honestly, losing dozens of veterans on a single ship has left us in quite a bind, and I’m at my wits’ end on how to resolve it.”

“You could bill the head of the Platinum Trading Company.”

“That was always the plan.”

With an awkward smile, the sailor left, advising them to rest as much as possible. It seemed that Khan’s apprehensions about the Paradise Bank’s pursuers not giving up were somewhat shared by the dubious sailor, which made Khan let out a wry smile.

Hooooooot─

The dwarf pirate ship didn’t show itself until their ship docked at Northland’s port. The sailors on the other ships mentioned that after following Leniyar’s trajectory, the pirate ship was nowhere to be seen.

“May you achieve your desired goal. Later, do acknowledge my sincerity.” the mysterious sailor said.

“I will.”

Khan replied.

“May the gods grant you favor.”

The sailor, whose identity was still in doubt, quickly blended back among the other crew members and started unloading cargo as if he were just an ordinary sailor.

“Let’s go. We have a lot to prepare.”

With that, Khan led his party towards the shopping district of the port city. The port city of Northland was a bustling hub, not just for Renford Kingdom, but also for the border kingdoms along the North Sea and traders from the Empire.

Significant profits could be made if resources from Midland could be sold in Northland. Consequently, the port city administrators enforced strict regulations on trade, and bringing in unauthorized goods could get traders permanently banned.

“Why does it feel like everyone’s glancing at us?”


Alejandro whispered while glancing around as they headed towards the marketplace for items only obtainable in the port city. The rest of the party showed reactions of indifference, being accustomed to the attention that Khan, as a barbarian, inevitably attracted wherever he went.

“Hmm, it feels different from usual… like there’s something subtle and off about it.”

Alejandro continued.

“Do you have some special thief’s intuition?”

Eson retorted in their usual bickering tone. Alejandro gave Eson a disdainful look.

“Rookie, for weaklings like us to survive long, being sensitive to how people look at you is key.”

“So, do you know what’s different?”

Eson inquired sarcastically.

“Well, not exactly,” Alejandro admitted.

“Then you don’t know either…”

Eson shook his head, clearly frustrated. The two were about to start their usual squabble when Khan muttered quietly, “Indeed, something is different.”

“Are you saying that odd remark is true?”

Eson asked skeptically.

“See that, rookie? Told you it’s real!” Alejandro exclaimed.

Ignoring their usual noisy banter, Khan casually surveyed the surroundings.

Tap- Tap-

People peeking at him through house windows quickly ducked their heads back inside upon being noticed.

‘What’s this about?’

Khan knew that rumors about barbarian were widespread all over Midland, but Northland was known for being relatively less prejudiced in that regard.

Barbarian warriors like Pashantu occasionally ventured into the continent to prove their bravery, often making their first stop at Northland’s port city.

‘In the past, there was nothing unusual about it.’

Even when Khan ventured into Midland, he experienced the same. Those arranging ships for his journey to Midland accepted him as if he were part of a recurring event.

Of course, Khan today was a completely different entity from back then. When he left Hoarfrost Gorge like a fugitive right after barely passing the warrior’s trial, he was a frail being, still clinging to his modern sensibilities.

Now, he’s far from that. Known as the Dragon Slayer of Argon, the hero who conquered the northern demonic realm, and the demon slayer, he carries a string of titles impressive enough to be embarrassing. Even among the border kingdoms, rumors about ‘the barbarian’ were undoubtedly evolving.

However, such rumors wouldn’t have spread to Northland yet, nor would the common townsfolk there perceive the change in Khan. So then, what was causing the different reactions between the past and present?

It became clear when they sought out Northland’s finest tanner for a commission.

“Get lost if you’re here to sell poorly tanned hides! Damn scoundrel!”

“Oh my god! Has this old man lost his mind?!”

The burly tanner, muscular enough to knock out a couple of fully grown men, greeted them violently, swinging a club. Alejandro, startled by the ferocious sound of the club slicing the air, retreated while Maya’s hand twitched, ready to intervene.

“I’ll handle this.”

“Yes.”

Khan stepped forward, stopping Maya, who seemed ready to launch herself. Even as Khan cast his inscrutable gaze over the tanner, the old man remained defiant, swinging the club more furiously.

Thunk.

Despite the fierce and skillful use of the club by the white-haired old man, it was hardly a threat to Khan, whose body was that of a superhuman.

The club was effortlessly caught, prompting the tanner to immediately drop it and pick up a long saw.

“So, you want to end it all today, huh?!”

As the tension among Khan’s party grew due to the tanner’s inexplicable aggression, which couldn’t merely be attributed to the rough atmosphere of Northland, Khan spoke up.

“Let’s have a conversation. I think there’s a misunderstanding here.”

“A misunderstanding?! You lot better not show your faces again, or I’ll—”

Crack.

When the tanner saw the steel club crushing and turning to powder in Khan’s grip, his jaw dropped.

“If talking isn’t your thing, do we need to communicate in a more… physical manner, old man?”

Khan asked, his tone ominously calm.

Faced with such raw, overwhelming violence, the tanner’s rage quickly subsided. He cleared his throat awkwardly and gently placed the saw back in its place.

“Conversation sounds good. Was my intention from the start, after all… you brute…!”
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“Ahem…”

An uncomfortable silence lingered for a moment. The old tanner, recalling his earlier outburst, lowered his head in embarrassment while Khan patiently waited for him to speak.

The rest of the party, unfamiliar with Northland’s language, had no choice but to remain silent as well. Eventually, the tanner sighed deeply and broke the silence, expressing his regret.

“I apologize. I’ve been on edge lately… Looking at you now, your Northland tongue is quite fluent, unlike those others. And your companions seem like decent folk.”

“I’ve just crossed the North Sea and arrived. It’s been years since I last returned to Northland.”

“… Then it’s understandable you might not know the situation.”

The old man glanced at Khan’s party and lowered his voice.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but lately, people here have been treating your kind like a nuisance.”

“I had a vague suspicion already. What exactly happened, old man?”

It was understandable that people from Hoarfrost Gorge were considered a nuisance. Even Khan viewed them as “battle-obsessed, hopeless cases”.

The problem was that Northland’s residents, who hadn’t spent months living among the Hoarfrost Gorge people, were sharing the same sentiment.

“Around this time last year, a warrior from Hoarfrost Gorge came down to Northland. He settled around this city. Now, that wasn’t unusual—those things happened from time to time. Initially, it was even seen positively. They dealt with dangerous monsters without being asked, which was appreciated. You people can’t resist a dangerous fight, can you?”

“That’s true. Plus, making a cheap deal sounds like something those fools would do.”

“Ahem… Anyway, that’s how it started. But then, they began coming into the city and causing trouble, and that changed things.”

“Causing trouble…?”

“Take me, for example. The damage I’ve suffered is no trivial matter! Those brutes would bring me leather they had butchered beyond recognition, demanding I buy it. They disrupted my business, trying to bargain in their broken language. My customers have been avoiding my shop just to steer clear of them!”

“Those fools trying to bargain? That doesn’t sound right…”

“It’s no lie!”

The tanner stormed to the back of his shop and returned moments later with something unpleasant, tossing it onto the floor. Standing there was a heap of poorly tanned leather, slashed and rendered unusable by any proper leatherworker. The tanner’s face was flush with anger as he pointed to the mess.

“Look at this! They expect me to pay good coin for this rubbish, then get violent when I refuse. And they call themselves warriors!”


Khan examined the leather pile, frowning. The condition of the hides confirmed the old man’s story. It was indeed the work of untrained hands, perhaps even the same people from Hoarfrost Gorge.

“Seems like those idiots have been ruining your business for a while. Have no fear; we have no intention of causing any trouble.”

“If that’s true, then I apologize for my earlier behavior,” the tanner said, his anger subsiding.

“I’ve just had enough of those troublemakers. If you genuinely need something, I’m willing to help, provided you aren’t like those brutes.”

“Don’t worry. We’re here on legitimate business.”

With the tension easing, Khan’s party began discussing their needs with the old tanner, readying themselves for the next step in their journey.

“See this? They didn’t cut the hide properly. Instead, they tore it apart with brute strength, making it impossible to salvage. And then they demand I buy this rubbish—how could anyone view that positively?”

“Of course, they wouldn’t understand your explanation either, given the language barrier.”

“Exactly! That’s what I’m saying!”

Leaving the tanner to vent his grievances, Khan examined the marks on the leather closely.

‘D-Hog hide. And from a pretty big one, too.’

To Khan, d-Hogs were merely trivial nuisances he could crush effortlessly. However, for ordinary humans, hunting a D-Hog was nearly impossible. They were as large as a robust human and exceptionally tough, making it challenging to score their hide with a simple cut. Nevertheless, the ones who hunted this D-Hog had turned the hide into a rag, not through skill, but brute force.

The marks were not from slicing but from driving a blade in and tearing it out forcefully—a familiar sight to Khan, akin to the crude sword work he did in the early days of his possession when he wielded a sword like a club.

‘I think I know who these idiots are.’

After pondering for a moment, Khan looked up.

“Old man, do you know where those troublemakers are?”

“Oh, I know where they are, but why? Are you going to confront them?”

“You want me to get rid of those nuisances, don’t you?”

“Of course! But are you sure? There are three of them…”

“Three non-warriors are hardly a challenge.”


“What? They’re not warriors?”

The tanner’s eyes widened in surprise.

The reason the city couldn’t easily handle the troublemakers was their sheer brute strength, wasn’t it? But now Khan was saying they weren’t even warriors?

“They were as big as you… Maybe even bigger…”

“You’ll see. Now, lead me to those troublemakers.”

“Karyan─!”

With a battle cry, an ash-gray barbarian lunged forward, tearing the heads off two orcs with a massive double-edged axe. Cutting a human’s neck cleanly requires considerable strength and skill, but this barbarian ripped through orc necks, which were twice as thick, with sheer brute force.

At that moment, an orc grabbed him from behind, wrapping thick green arms around his waist and abdomen in a grip that seemed impossible to escape.

“Kartusra! Good!”

The barbarian seemed pleased by the situation, laughing as he reached back, grabbing the orc by the nape. Then, leaping in place, he twisted his body mid-air, pulling his arm forward.

“Khrrraaauuughh!”

It was Kartus, the hand-to-hand combat technique of the barbarian.

It was already a close match between the similarly sized and strong barbarian and orc. But with the addition of Kartus, the specialized hand-to-hand combat technique of Hoarfrost Gorge, the scales tipped decisively.

With a full rotation, the orc was slammed into the ground, roaring in pain from the impact.

Thwack.

The barbarian made the orc’s grotesque face even worse by driving his axe into it, then switched targets, rampaging among the remaining five orcs surrounding him.

Despite being outnumbered, he was clearly dominating. Anyone witnessing the scene would have been amazed by the legendary valor of the Hoarfrost Gorge warriors.

“Raaaaaah─! Victory!”

As the barbarian roared in triumph after taking down all the orcs that had dared to challenge him, two more figures joined his side.

“Ashuk, son of Tarak! This side is clear too!”


“Hmm. What about Fatun, daughter of Omar?”

“Not yet!”

“Don’t lie! I finished before Amal, son of Karan!”

There were two more barbarian, as large as orcs, each wielding bone clubs and spears crafted from beast bones. Amal, son of Karan, who held the club, snorted and shouted.

“Fatun! Lying is bad! Karyan hates lies!”

“You liar. I finished faster than you, so I win this time!”

“I took down five. You only got four! Clearly, I’m the winner!”

“Hmph! Talking like some scared kid. I caught more, so I win! Karyaaaan──!”

Fatun, wielding the spear, let out a battle cry, drowning out Amal’s words.

In his rage, Amal swung a punch at Fatun’s face, immediately countered by Fatun’s fist driving into Amal’s stomach.

Despite having just fought a brutal battle with the orcs, they had energy to spare and started brawling with each other. Watching Amal and Fatun fight, Ashuk nodded approvingly.

“Truly a warrior’s behavior! Karyan will be pleased!”

While the fight continued, Ashuk began collecting their spoils, not bothering to intervene. Instead of stopping their fight, he encouraged it. Ashuk, son of Tarak, tore off the testicles of an orc with his rough hands. Blood splattered everywhere, but he paid it no mind.

‘Today was a fulfilling fight!’

Fighting and winning, claiming the spoils, and diving into even more dangerous battles to sacrifice oneself—it was the natural way of life and a belief for the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge.

Ashuk, the leader of the three barbarian, left Hoarfrost Gorge to practice this belief.

‘The elders underestimate us too much. We are warriors in our own right!’

At least that’s what they believed. And why wouldn’t they? No one outside of Hoarfrost Gorge had managed to defeat them yet.

Merely being young and thus ineligible to take the warrior’s trial, Ashuk felt deeply humiliated by not being recognized as a warrior. For someone who prided himself on being a descendant of the Warrior God, it was intolerable.

Of course, he didn’t act on these feelings right away.

But then, the son of the Great Warrior, someone they deemed a coward and unworthy of being a warrior, passed the trial splendidly and left Hoarfrost Gorge.

‘There’s no way that weak coward could have passed the warrior’s trial!’

It had to be some sort of mistake. If not, then that cunning coward must have cheated somehow. After all, he was the son of the Great Warrior but had chosen to bury himself in piles of paper instead of embracing a warrior’s valor.

“I won!”

“No, I won! I didn’t bleed, but you did!”

“That’s not my blood!”

It was at this moment that Amal and Fatun, having seemingly settled their fight, turned their heads and called out to Ashuk.

“Ashuk, son of Tarak!”

“You decide! Who is the winner of this duel?”

As always, the result was a draw. It was a natural outcome. Amal, son of Karan, lacked technique but was nearly as large and strong as Ashuk.

Fatun, daughter of Omar, while slightly smaller, had been trained in Kartus by Pashantu from a young age and did not lose out to Amal in terms of skill.

“Postpone the conclusion until later! It’s time to sell our spoils!”

“Hmm… Important indeed.”

“Humans outside Hoarfrost Gorge are sneaky like cowards. We must be careful not to be swindled. Let me see to the exchange again this time.”

“We’ll trust you, Fatun, daughter of Omar.”

The three barbarian, having stuffed their loot of orc testicles, tusks, and hides into a large backpack, started heading towards the port city.

“Foolish brats… You’ve finally caused trouble.”

The sudden voice speaking in their native language made the three barbarian’ eyes widen in shock.

“Who, who goes there!”

Fatun, ever vigilant, pointed her spear in the direction of the voice. But no one was there.

The speaker was above them.

“You, you are?!”

When the unusually perceptive Ashuk glanced up, he recognized a face that was familiar and yet filled him with an intense loathing.

The son of the Great Warrior, the coward, the weakling, the dwarf.

The source of their utmost disdain, the one responsible for forcing them to leave Hoarfrost Gorge without even taking the warrior’s trial.

“Khan, son of Gordi…!”

Grit.

“You! Just the person I wanted to see! Today, I’ll beat you to a pulp─!”

Ashuk gritted his teeth so hard that it was a wonder they didn’t shatter. Grabbing his massive axe, he radiated pure hostility. For some reason, Khan couldn’t suppress a smirk that tugged at his lips. He then shouted loudly.

“Shut your mouths, troublemakers.”

Because my fists are going to sting.
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“Foolish─!”

Ashuk, the eldest of the three idiots and son of Tarak, possessed extraordinary talent for his age. This was true for Amal and Fatun as well. Compared to warriors who had just passed the trial, they were more than competent.

But that coward? He didn’t have the predatory instincts of Ashuk, the immense physique of Amal, or the exceptional weapon skills of Fatun. When Khan passed the warrior’s trial and left Hoarfrost Gorge, Ashuk was confident he could easily beat the coward senseless.

“I’ll flatten you! Dwarf!”

Dropping down from above to attack naturally adds more force. Though common sense dictated avoiding the first strike and counterattacking, Ashuk never doubted he would win. No warrior in Hoarfrost Gorge was weaker or smaller than Khan. Even Fatun, the smallest among the three, was larger than Khan.

From Ashuk’s perspective, deciding to counter Khan’s move was the logical choice.

But unfortunately, the Khan he knew from those days had evolved into a completely different entity. The moment he parried the mysterious iron club Khan wielded, he felt something was terribly wrong.

Crack. Crick.

A disconcerting sound came from Ashuk’s arm holding the battle axe. Unable to withstand Khan’s overwhelming strength, his bones broke. The sheer power took Ashuk by surprise, his eyes widening in shock, almost ready to scream.

“Karyaan-!”

But Ashuk was a barbarian of Hoarfrost Gorge. Instead of a scream, he let out a battle cry, grasping Khan’s fur cloak with his still-functioning left hand. He was employing Kartus, the hand-to-hand combat technique of Hoarfrost Gorge.

Though taken aback by the unexpected strength, with one arm broken, he’d simply fight with the other. If that broke, he’d use his legs. And if those were unusable, he’d crawl and bite Khan to death.

Ashuk planned to slam Khan into the ground. With Khan’s feet off the ground, Ashuk had the upper hand in Kartus. However, Ashuk had yet to learn that overwhelming power disregards any advantages or disadvantages.

“Looks like Pashantu taught you well.”

“You…!”

“Is that how you talk to your uncle, you disrespectful brat?”

Khan, pressing down on Ashuk’s shoulder with his free hand, smirked.

“Time for some discipline, don’t you think?”

Thud──!

Before Ashuk had a chance to resist, he was slammed headfirst into the ground. The noise was loud enough to be amazed that Ashuk’s barbarian body didn’t fracture further. He lay there limp, unconscious.


He had been knocked out cold.

“You dwarf─!”

At that moment, Amal, who was at least a head taller than Khan, let out a beastly roar. Even among fully grown warriors, Amal was exceptionally large. His anger and charge carried the pressure of a troll berserker.

Indeed, his strength promised to mirror that comparison.

“Watch your back!”

The old tanner, who had been chasing after Khan, arrived just in time to shout a warning. Seeing the chaos at the scene, he hurriedly tried to alert Khan of the perilous situation. He knew how formidable the three barbarian settled in the port city were, but he was unaware of Khan’s true level of strength.

“Oof.”

Given Amal’s massive size, the old tanner couldn’t see what was happening clearly. He naturally assumed that Khan must have been overwhelmed and injured by Amal’s attack.

‘That’s why I said he shouldn’t tackle this alone!’

The tanner inwardly criticized Khan for attempting to resolve the situation alone. Was it pride, or did he think this was a barbarian matter to be settled among themselves?

“What are you all doing, just standing around?”

Convinced Khan was in trouble, the tanner grabbed a saw to intervene, swinging it to get between Khan and Amal. But what met his eyes was unexpected.

Whoosh- Thud!

Amal, who had charged at Khan, suddenly collapsed as if he had fallen asleep, lying on his side unmoving. Meanwhile, Khan stood there, perfectly fine, dusting off his wrist.

“What are you doing, old man?”

“I thought… I thought you were hurt…”

“Hurt? If I were this weak, I wouldn’t have passed the warrior’s trial—”

“We’re still in the middle of a fight!”

Suddenly, a spearhead darted between Khan and the tanner, then swiftly changed direction. From a thrust, it transitioned into a sweeping motion, aiming to dominate by sheer force. Such agile and powerful maneuvers were impossible without a barbarian’s physicality and strength.

“Fatun.”


“You’re stronger now!”

Khan smirked as he narrowly dodged the advancing spearhead, finding it amusing. Normally, if someone believed a coward had grown strong in just a few years, they’d think they had made a pact with a demon. But Fatun’s straightforward acknowledgment was surprising.

‘Or maybe it’s to be expected.’

Even though they hadn’t taken the warrior’s trial, the barbarian of Hoarfrost Gorge were virtually priests of the Warrior God. They revered strength, honored warriors, and despised cowards as part of their faith.

“I’ll acknowledge you!”

Fatun, daughter of Omar, slammed the spear into the ground and declared.

“You are strong, Khan, son of Gordi! Perhaps even as great as the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge themselves!”

“So, are you saying we should call it quits now?”

“Hahaha! No way!”

Fatun, buoyed by the excitement of Khan’s strength, burst into laughter and charged at him. The outcome was predictable: Khan emerged victorious once again.

“You sure made these kids look like a bloody mess.”

“It’s not that bad.”

“It is.”

Having roamed the port city of Northland to procure the needed supplies, Ludmilla returned to find the three barbarian sprawled on the ground.

These young barbarian, each built heftily enough to rival an orc, had a certain youthful softness to their faces, creating a discordant image. Khan, smaller in stature but with a more mature appearance, stood in stark contrast to them.

“Are they special, or are you on the smaller side?”

“Didn’t Pashantu give you a clue? It’s the latter. In Hoarfrost Gorge, my nickname was ‘Dwarf’.”

“Wow. How can someone your size be called a dwarf?!”

Alejandro’s reaction was quite justified. Khan himself easily surpassed the average height of Midland’s inhabitants, and calling him a dwarf seemed absurd.

“… Then I must also be a dwarf,” Eson muttered.


“Well, you could say that.”

“Geez, am I gonna get teased the same way…?”

Eson, who had followed Khan to grow stronger and overcome his own weakness, seemed terrified at the prospect.

From Khan’s perspective, Eson wasn’t entirely wrong. However, he added that the people of Hoarfrost Gorge didn’t dismiss everyone with a smaller stature indiscriminately.

“My being called a dwarf wasn’t just about my height; it was also because I acted unlike a warrior.”

“My lord, you are the greatest warrior…!”

“Yeah, slaying dragons and demons—if that’s not a warrior, then what is?”

Maya and Alejandro quickly reassured him, but the truth was that the past Khan—before the modern-day office worker possessed his body, he indeed hadn’t met Hoarfrost Gorge’s standards of a true warrior.

In many ways, ‘Gordi Khan’ seemed more suited to modern times than to the brutal traditions of Hoarfrost Gorge.

“That was then. So, don’t mind how they treat me in Hoarfrost Gorge. Don’t bother asking too many questions, either.”

Talking about his past was a touchy subject for Khan. He had no plausible way to explain the changes that occurred after an office worker from the modern day possessed Gordi Khan’s body.

‘Everyone here has met me after I possessed this body…’

Despite this, the need to keep the possession itself a secret remained crucial. Possession in Midland was often associated with demons, witches, or dark sorcerers—figures universally feared and despised.

If his secret were discovered, it could turn allies like Aries against him.

“If you understand, just focus on our original goal. Remember, we came to Hoarfrost Gorge to track down the mage’s traces,” Khan reminded them.

“Of course, I haven’t forgotten. But it seems like we’ve hit a snag, right?”

Ludmilla’s observation was on point.

“Those three idiots are still considered minors by our clan’s standards.”

“To call someone a minor despite their massive build and appearance… it’s hard to believe. But seeing you, it makes sense. Cough…!”

Maya silenced Alejandro with a nudge as she nodded for Khan to continue.

“… In Hoarfrost Gorge, we have something called the warrior’s trial. It’s both a coming-of-age ceremony and a way to prove one can shoulder a person’s worth of responsibilities. Only after passing this trial can one venture out to test their bravery as they please.”

“Like how you ventured into Midland?”

“Exactly.”

Back in those early, clueless days, Khan had gritted his teeth and passed the warrior’s trial out of sheer desperation. Without passing it, there was no way for him to set foot outside the continent. But these three idiots hadn’t even taken the trial yet left Hoarfrost Gorge.

It’s generally unheard of. Such freedom isn’t granted to those who haven’t become warriors.

“So, something must’ve happened. I have no clue what, though.”

Khan spoke as he approached the three idiots lying on the ground.

Whack! Whack! Whack!

His kicks, strong enough to shatter rocks, brought the unconscious trio back to their feet with a start. Despite the force, they stood up, blinking in confusion. Khan had to stifle an exasperated sigh at their clueless faces.

“You’ve become stronger, Khan, son of Gordi!”

“A true warrior, at last!”

The sharp-featured, wild-looking Ashuk and the somewhat innocent-looking Amal, with his thick eyebrows, spoke simultaneously, making Khan’s head throb even more.

“Let me ask you one thing. As a warrior of our clan, answer me truthfully before the Warrior God.”

“Children of the clan do not lie!”

‘I wish you would lie, you idiots….’

These brutes, who could snap an orc’s spine, had run away from home and terrorized an innocent port city? What were they thinking?

“It’s normally forbidden for you to leave Hoarfrost Gorge. How did you manage it? Did someone from inside help you?”

“No one helped us!”

“Ashuk suggested we leave, so we just walked out!”

“Same here!”

“That makes it even stranger.”

No internal help, and they just walked out? The warriors aren’t sentries, but they wouldn’t just let that happen.

The answer, however, came from Ashuk’s lips when he felt pressured enough.

“The Great Warrior received a summons from Karyan! That’s why the warriors left for the sanctum, and we slipped out during their absence….”

‘Karyan?’

Why would the Warrior God suddenly summon the Great Warrior?
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The ancestral God of Hoarfrost Gorge, Karyan, was a rather unfamiliar entity to Khan, who was well-versed in the many secrets of “Midland Quest”.

One reason was that barbarian seldom played a major role in the game’s main storyline. Additionally, gods who didn’t belong to the divine pantheon were generally regarded as malevolent and were persecuted by the pantheon.

This included the memories of ‘Gordi Khan’ before Khan’s possession.

‘All I know is that Karyan is the ancestor of Hoarfrost Gorge’s people and a transcendental being who ascended to godhood within a mortal’s body.’

No legend exists about how great a warrior Karyan was in life or what enemies he bravely defeated. Yet, all the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge revere him, as if it were etched into their very blood.

In the past, when ‘Gordi Khan’ was uncharacteristically curious for a barbarian, he once asked the Great Warrior a question.

“Is Karyan really our God? I don’t know who our God is or what deeds he’s performed. So why should we serve Karyan as our clan’s God?”

It was such a logically coherent question that it was hard to believe it came from a young barbarian. Khan’s memory of the Great Warrior’s expression at the time is fuzzy, but he faintly recalls that the Great Warrior was smiling.

And the answer he got from the Great Warrior was very unsatisfactory.

“Your blood proves him. My son.”

‘Curious Gordi Khan’ thought the Great Warrior was evading the question. So, he incessantly read the few ancient texts that existed in Hoarfrost Gorge, which is why Khan can now decipher ancient languages.

‘Gordi Khan’s’ curiosity persisted up until he had to take the warrior’s trial.

The warriors scolded him, saying the Great Warrior’s son had gone mad, and the children expressed their honest scorn and disdain. Yet ‘Gordi Khan’ maintained his inquisitive nature, and—

‘It was right before the warrior’s trial that I possessed him.’

And now, realizing the truth, Khan understood that the Great Warrior’s words were not evasive but a very blunt answer.

『Ancient Bloodline (B) – 00%』

─Level-up bonus, strength +1

─Innate rank of combat-related skills permanently increased by one grade.

The B-rank skill, Ancient Bloodline, was granted as a racial bonus to the barbarian warrior. It was a miraculous trait that turned the modern, corpulent office worker, who had only ever gotten into schoolyard brawls and loathed killing even insects, into a superhuman.

Until now, Khan hadn’t deeply questioned why the name ‘Ancient Bloodline’ was given to ‘Ancient Bloodline’.


As he pondered that, the realization dawned that the Great Warrior’s statement — “Your blood proves him” — had always been a direct, and truthful, answer.

‘At level 30, I received a class-specific quest, which led me to Hoarfrost Gorge. And it was around that time the Warrior God summoned the Great Warrior.’

Could all of this be mere coincidence?

“Of course not….”

Khan clenched his scarred fist tightly as he came to an inevitable conclusion.

‘So this means I’m finally worthy. Is that what this is?’

His gaze turned towards the northern part of the port city, where the snowy expanse of Hoarfrost Gorge lay.

The Warrior God was calling him.

After arriving at an agreement with the Three Idiots, Khan decided they would all return to Hoarfrost Gorge together. He reviewed the supplies Ludmilla had procured in the port city.

“What’s this, boss?”

“These are snowshoes, designed for walking on snow. This prevents slipping on ice. Handle it with care; it’s a magical item.”

“Oh, and I thought the Witch was just picking stuff out randomly… Is this one a magical item too?”

“That’s a container for draining and storing animal blood. Not a magical item.”

“What? Why would we store…”

“If we run out of water, we’ll have to drink it.”

Alejandro’s face turned pale at the thought, but Khan ignored him and stuffed the supplies into Aecharis’s pouch, dusting off his pants as he stood up. He sensed the old tanner approaching from a distance.

“All ready. But where did you get these materials? If the young mage hadn’t helped, it would’ve been impossible to work on them.”

“It’s Hydra hide.”

“H-Hydra?!”

The tanner, nearly dropping the item in his hand, glanced between Khan’s face and the finished product with scales. Hydra hide? Did that mean they had slain a Hydra?


Recalling a city devastated by Hydra in the past, the tanner shuddered. The scales indeed looked just like those of the Hydra he had seen.

“Did you actually… kill it yourself?”

“Do I need to spell it out for you?”

“No. I got it. That’s answer enough for me….”

A Hydra was a beast that took an entire army to defeat. It had taken a united front of port cities to form a hunting party, and even then, the effort had come at great cost.

Thus, the old tanner decided it was easier to believe that Khan had been part of such a hunting party.

‘It’s just easier this way….’

“So, what are you planning to do with this Hydra hide? If you want to make armor, I could introduce you to a skilled craftsman….”

“I’m going to wear it. While most draconic hides are known for their warmth, hydra hide is particularly effective.”

“Warmth? Are you planning to climb a snowy mountain…? Oh, my heavens.”

The tanner realized the answer to his question mid-sentence. A barbarian from Hoarfrost Gorge, who treated the snowy mountains like child’s play, wouldn’t need Hydra hide just to climb them. It meant he intended to venture somewhere even harsher.

And as far as the tanner knew, there was only one place in all of Midland that matched those descriptions.

“You’re heading to Hoarfrost Gorge, aren’t you? With your companions, too?”

“Why else would I come to this backwater place if not for that?”

“The idea of having business in Hoarfrost Gorge is surprising enough, but… can your companions even handle it? Even Northland’s snowy mountains are almost called a demonic realm.”

“That’s not something you need to worry about, old man.”

“I suppose it isn’t… Sigh, wait a moment.”

The tanner sighed deeply, scratching his head vigorously before stepping away. Though curious about his sudden departure, Khan decided to inspect the Hydra hide the tanner left behind.

『Well-Tended Hydra Hide』

The modifier “Well-Tended” on a material item signified the old tanner’s craftsmanship skills were at a master level. Such talent shouldn’t be confined to a backwater place like Northland.


‘Even though Ludmilla helped make the processing possible, it’s genuinely impressive.’

Of course, this hide alone wouldn’t suffice.

Khan planned to use the small magic stones obtained from the Georges Principality to craft “hand warmers” that would keep their extremities from freezing. He also stocked up on snow gear used by Northland hunters for traversing snowy terrains. These measures should help them endure somewhat.

‘I wish I could take only Ludmilla with me.’

Eson, who had joined them from the Georges Principality, was determined to face the warrior’s trial, so Khan didn’t see the point in stopping him.

Maya, with her peculiar taste for pain, refused to back down, believing that overcoming such extreme conditions would make her stronger.

And then there was Alejandro, the audacious thief who had snuck into the royal palace just to prove his skills. He declared that friendship wouldn’t let him back out, willingly walking into hell alongside them.

‘They’ll only learn the hard way by experiencing it themselves.’

Despite tirelessly warning them about the harsh environment of Hoarfrost Gorge, they wouldn’t truly understand until they felt it firsthand. Like soldiers who trash-talked about winter training only to regret their words after experiencing it.

Thus, all of them would head to Hoarfrost Gorge together, without exception.

“Here, take this.”

“…?”

“I just realized. You never got any reward for dealing with those troublemakers.”

Khan muttered internally that he hadn’t done it for a reward, taking the item the tanner handed over.

It was a massive gray-white fur cloak, in perfect condition, large enough to be worn as a mantle. Upon closer inspection, there was a rubber-like tie near the neck for fastening.

“A Winter Wolf pelt. It’s the best insulation material you’ll find around here.”

“Perfect for keeping warm in Hoarfrost Gorge.” the tanner added.

Khan recognized the pelt immediately. The Winter Wolf was a fearsome beast of the frozen tundra, its fur renowned for its warmth. The fact that the tanner was giving this up as a reward confirmed his high level of respect or repayment for Khan’s deeds.

“Snow Mountain White Wolf.”

“That’s right. A long time ago, a barbarian who crossed over to the Midland continent gave this to me as payment. It’s been decades, but it should still serve you well.”

“Did you process it yourself?”

“Who else would’ve done it? I only added some orc sinew to make it wearable as a mantle.”

Though he said it nonchalantly, Khan knew it was no easy task. The pelt of the Snow Mountain White Wolf inherently emitted cold. It must have been quite a laborious job. Khan intended to express his gratitude for the old man’s kindness.

“Forget it. I gave it to make up for swinging my club so recklessly at first. If you’re that grateful, come back later and let me know you’re still alive.”

Without waiting for Khan to respond, the tanner turned and walked away, as if emphasizing he didn’t want to hear any thanks.

“Out of respect for him, we should make a point to visit the port city again,” Khan mused.

Fully prepared, Khan and his party left the port city and ventured north towards Hoarfrost Gorge. Compared to the Midland continent, the threat level from monsters or brigands was considerably low, allowing them to leave the human domains without much difficulty.

Beyond the territories of human settlements, with not even a hamlet or a cluster of homes in sight, they entered the wild stretches of Northland. Only the hunters or mercenaries from Northland would dare step foot in this wilderness.

“It’s still warm enough.”

Alejandro remarked.

“Enjoy it while you can.”

Khan responded.

The further north they went, the colder it got. As they approached the giant snow mountains, the world turned into a white expanse. Even on mild days, the snowstorms were merely thinner, but the cold remained brutal—surpassing any winter Midland could offer.

Whooooshhh.

The moment they set foot on the snow mountains, a deafening blizzard claimed their senses, eating up their sight and sound. Even with a stamina stat over 50, Khan could feel the cold seeping through. It was no surprise his companions were struggling.

“Boss, can we use one of those ‘hand warmers’ the Witch made now…?”

‘Should have listened when I was just speaking.’

Dressed layer upon layer until movement was a chore, even with a cape made from wyvern scales, Alejandro shivered uncontrollably as Khan delivered a verdict that felt like a death sentence.

“The real cold hasn’t even started yet.”

“No way…!”

With a face of utter despair, Alejandro, and the rest who overheard, halted in their tracks. Their silence was an implicit plea hoping Khan was joking.

Instead, Khan smiled even more brightly and prepared them for the harsh truth.

“Once we cross the snow mountain, the cold here will seem like a mild inconvenience. You’d better brace yourselves. And of course, none of you plan to turn back now, do you? I warned you thoroughly, but you didn’t listen.”

“Damn, we’re screwed…!”

And just like that, Alejandro’s world crumbled.
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‘Damn, it’s too cold…!’

Hearing about the cold was one thing, but experiencing it firsthand was another—this was beyond mere words. Alejandro wished he could go back and slap some sense into his past self for agreeing to follow Khan to Hoarfrost Gorge.

Crunch. Crunch.

Every step felt like sinking into sludge. Despite wearing magic boots designed for walking on snow, it felt like they were getting sucked into the ground. The boots weren’t entirely ineffective, but they couldn’t prevent his feet from sinking slightly into the snow, making his ankles disappear with each step.

‘If only it were just up to the ankles….’

The constant lifting and lowering of his legs made his joints ache, but he could handle that. The real issue was the biting cold slowly seeping in.

The merchant had confidently claimed that these boots would keep him dry even when running through snow. Yet, less than a day had passed, and the cold had infiltrated the boots, freezing at first, then melting with his body heat to soak his feet.

“That lying son of a…!”

Grinding his teeth, Alejandro swore to shave the merchant’s head bald like his own upon returning. However, that resolve didn’t last long. Facing imminent death, thinking about revenge upon returning seemed pointless.

The only silver lining was that the hunter fur coats Khan had procured from Northland were quite useful.

The fur-lined coat, long enough to reach his ankles and with a hood covered in dense fur, was layered with another beast’s skin on the inside. It was said to be a luxury item, each costing several Imperial gold coins.

Initially skeptical about the high price for mere fur coats, Alejandro felt like he had discovered a treasure upon entering Hoarfrost Gorge.

The expertly crafted Hydra hide mantle by the old tanner further insulated him, preventing the cold from penetrating his upper body.

‘If only I could somehow manage my feet and hands…’

Just when Alejandro thought he could endure, the first night in Hoarfrost Gorge shattered that illusion.

“What’s that sound…?”

“Huh? What sound are you talking about?”

“Sounds like something’s shaking…?”

For the first time since entering Hoarfrost Gorge, maia, who had conserved her energy in silence, spoke up.

Alejandro, putting all his focus into trudging through the snow, weakly responded, while Eson, with his partially inherited barbarian senses, agreed with Maya.


“Is it just our exhaustion making us hear things wrong…?”

This Northland snowy mountain seemed to possess a maddening charm, driving people insane.

The blizzard, so dense it was nearly impossible to see even a few feet ahead, obscure the view of their companions. Time seemed to stretch endlessly, making it impossible to gauge how long they had been walking.

The sensation in Alejandro’s fingertips and toes slowly dulled, as if his limbs had been cut off, rendering any semblance of rational thought nearly impossible.

“Besides, if anyone heard something, the boss would have been the first to…”

“I was just waiting to see when you’d notice,” Khan interrupted.

“What? So it’s true?”

“Yes, it seems the monsters of the snow mountain have caught the scent of meat and are coming our way.”

Alejandro’s face, already aged several years in just a few hours, paled even further.

Walking alone felt like a grueling ordeal, and now they had to fight monsters too?

Given his current state, remaining stationary would be more beneficial. The blizzard not only shortened their vision but also created an extremely treacherous environment.

In this condition, he couldn’t even trust his agility to dodge any incoming threats.

“But we’ll be fine, right? We’ve got the Witch, the boss, and those barbarian friends…”

“Well, don’t count on too much help from me.”

“Eh?!”

Khan had sensed the vibrations from afar long before Maya and Eson spoke up. Despite the blizzard obstructing his view, the intensity and rhythm of the vibrations were enough for him to make a rough guess.

‘Judging by the long stride, these creatures are bipedal. And they’re quite massive. For the vibrations to be this pronounced, they must be larger than the regular Greenskins of the snowfields. So they’re likely…’

Having deduced their enemy’s identity purely through instinct, Khan readied his Giant Slayer. It would be more effective to crush their skulls with a hammer than to slice through their thick hide.

“The three idiots, follow me.”

“We’re not idiots─!”


“This trembling…! They’re bigger than me!”

“Amal, son of Karan. Stop bragging about your size and start running!”

As the four barbarian bickered loudly and disappeared into the blizzard, the remaining party members hurriedly prepared for combat. Although the group’s most powerful member, Khan, suddenly left, they trusted he had a good reason. Besides, they still had the ace up their sleeve—Ludmilla.

“W-Witch! Please, we need your help…!”

However, Alejandro’s faith was abruptly shattered by Ludmilla’s unexpected response.

“I don’t feel particularly inclined. Just handle it yourselves.”

“Witch?!”

With the ground-shaking vibrations growing ever closer, Ludmilla’s sudden declaration to sit out the battle left Alejandro utterly flabbergasted. This was the first time such a thing had happened, leaving him at a complete loss.

As much as Alejandro wanted to urge Ludmilla to fight, he knew better. Confronting Ludmilla could lead to him becoming the first roasted human in the Northland snow mountains.

“You expect us to fight alone?! We’ll all die!”

“Neither he nor I can always be there to save you now, can we?”

“That’s…!”

Unable to counter her argument, Alejandro clenched his mouth shut. Yet, seeing Ludmilla burrow deeply into the fur of the Snow Mountain White Wolf pelt given by the old tanner made her seem even more infuriating.

“She’s right. Plus, we’re the ones who insisted on coming along.”

Eson chimed in.

“If we turn tail now, we won’t be worthy of attempting the warrior’s trial. I will fight!” Maya declared, despite the heavy layers making her waddle.

‘You crazy idiots, what about me?!’ Alejandro internally screamed, watching Maya and Eson, bundled up in clothes and gripping their weapons, suddenly caught up in the fighting spirit.

“Roarrr!”

Their monstrous adversary emerged through the blizzard. Twice Alejandro’s size, with long arms that touched the ground even while standing on two legs, and eyes gleaming red through thick fur, the giant creature elicited a fear-induced backward step from Alejandro.

“Roarrr!”


Its red eyes locked onto Alejandro, and almost immediately, a massive purple foot stomped down on the snowy ground. Defying natural laws, the creature did not sink into the snow but stood firm as if on solid ground, then bent its knee.

Thud-

“You’ve got to be kidding me…!”

The fur-clad giant leaped over Maya and Eson, landing behind them, directly facing Alejandro. The sheer impossibility of its movement made Maya and Eson scramble to catch up, but unlike the giant, they had to tread carefully to avoid sinking.

This left Alejandro facing the monster alone. His decision was rapid.

‘Run!’

Sometimes, desperation brings out unexpected success. Perhaps the days spent dazedly trudging through the snow had prepared him. Alejandro’s feet didn’t sink deeply today; instead, he flitted across the snow like the creature itself, leaving minimal footprints behind.

The giant beast roared again, chasing after Alejandro. Had Khan seen this, he might have described it as a big orangutan chasing a small monkey.

“Well done!”

Maya, accelerated by an artifact, raced past Alejandro during his desperate flight, utilizing the giant’s focus on Alejandro to launch a surprise attack.

Now Maya’s cherished weapon, the Jotun’s Spear, pierced through the thick fur, barely scratching the skin beneath. At first, it seemed like the surprise attack had failed, but the true strike came next.

Boom─!

The spear’s tip exploded with force from within, causing the insides of the hairy giant to churn. No matter how tough its body, it couldn’t remain unscathed from an internal burst of power. The creature let out an agonizing scream.

“Hyaap!”

With a low shout, eson swung his glaive, striking the creature’s leg. Rather than cutting, he chose to hit it, knowing it would be more effective.

His precise strike to the joint caused the giant to stagger.

Maya and Eson relentlessly continued their assault, not wanting to lose the upper hand. However, they lacked a decisive blow, and soon enough, the creature shook off the disorienting effects of the Jotun’s Spear and stomped its foot.

Just like human warriors step forward to steady themselves before delivering a powerful blow.

Boom──.

Right after, the giant smashed its massive fists into the ground.

Snow piled up around the creature surged outward, creating a small avalanche. Maya and Eson, who were attacking from all sides, were caught in the torrent of snow. They struggled to free themselves, but having been directly hit by the snow surge that rose higher than their heads, it wasn’t easy.

“Ugh!”

“Gah—.”

Eson, buried in the snow, was then stomped by the yeti. Despite his efforts, he disappeared entirely into the snow, unable to withstand the force of a kick from a foot nearly the size of a human torso.

‘What kind of crazy monster is this?!’

Alejandro had seen transcendent beasts like the Golden Dragon, but his role wasn’t to fight them head-on, so he never truly grasped the magnitude of their power.

Now, however? Against a monster far weaker than the resurrected Golden Dragon, his life was hanging by a thread.

Khan’s warnings finally hit home, sinking into his flesh as he realized the gravity of the situation.

‘I’m truly screwed….’

***

A dwarf pirate ship, unlike any human vessel, docked in the port city of Northland. The townsfolk, drawn by the spray it created as it approached, gathered out of curiosity. Their surprise doubled when unbelievably beautiful elves disembarked from the ship.

The harbor master hurried over to the elves, his face tense. Docking a ship without permission was a violation of the city’s laws.

“W-Who are you, and where did you come from?” he stammered.

Despite the master’s efforts and the courage it took to speak, the elves of Paradise ignored him entirely. The harbor master couldn’t muster the anger to respond, not because he was intimidated by their extraordinary appearance.

“That damned bastard─!”

The sudden appearance of a red-haired woman limping badly made the harbor master gasp. Leniyar’s face was red and blistered as if she’d suffered severe burns, and her expression radiated pure, lethal intent.

“Where is that fucking barbarian──!”
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The Snow Mountain Yeti was an apex predator in the Northland snow mountains. With a size so massive that even the biggest Greenskins look like children in comparison, and the ability to turn the harsh snowy environment to its advantage, these Yetis typically lived in groups. Only someone as battle-crazed as a barbarian warrior would dare engage with them lightly.

In the past, when Khan was heading to the Midland continent after passing the warrior’s trial, encountering a Snow Mountain Yeti led him to a desperate flight.

‘I remember running non-stop for almost a whole day back then,’ Khan thought. Although the nature of the snow mountains made it hard to track time, there was no doubt that he had fled with all his might to avoid a confrontation.

“Roarrr!”

“You’re noisy.”

Thinking back to those days, Khan found his current situation quite touching. Now, he was attempting a one-on-one battle with the leader of a Snow Mountain Yeti pack and was managing to hold his own.

In less than a decade, an ordinary office worker had become a formidable human weapon.

“Haha! You’re incredibly strong!” Ashuk, who had been struck by the Yeti, promptly got back on his feet and charged once more. Khan couldn’t help but chuckle at their sheer bullheadedness.

“Aarghhhh─!”

Perhaps taking Khan’s laugh as a taunt, the Yeti leader pounded its chest and leapt high into the air. The sight of such a massive creature, equal to a five or six-story building, floating in the sky was surreal, yet Khan wasn’t fazed.

If it had been the Khan of old, encountering a Yeti for the first time, he might have wet his pants in fear—but not anymore.

『Leap』

‘Not anymore.’

Khan launched himself into the air, countering the attack. With his war hammer ‘Giant Slayer’, he struck the Yeti’s leg. The satisfying sound of bones breaking echoed as the Yeti let out a chilling howl, whether from pain or rage, as it swiped at Khan.

The enormous hand covered Khan’s entire form, obscuring him from view. In mid-air, Khan couldn’t evade the massive hand. As the Yeti squeezed, its hand engulfed him, attempting to crush him to death.

“Roar!”

The Snow Mountain Yeti leader was one of the rulers of the Northland snow mountains for over a decade. Naturally, it had plenty of experience fighting barbarian. Contrary to the green bipedal creatures, the gray ones were smaller and weaker but highly resistant, making them the toughest to hunt. The one trapped in its grasp was undoubtedly the leader of the gray creatures.

The Snow Mountain Yeti leader intended to finish off its prey here. Despite how troublesome these gray creatures were, they couldn’t match its strength.

“Urgh?”

But no matter how hard it squeezed, there were no satisfying sounds or sensations of crushing from the gray creature. Puzzled, the Yeti looked down at its hand.


What it saw was astonishing. The prey, which should have been dead by now, was holding its arms out, resisting the pressure. Then something even more incredible happened.

“This is just ballooned muscle.”

Crack!

“Ow!”

With almost no resistance, Khan forced the Yeti’s grip open. Despite the Yeti leader’s desperate effort to apply full strength, it made no difference.

Swoosh!

Khan freed himself from the restraint and struck the Yeti’s wrist with his war hammer, then twisted in mid-air, mimicking the ‘throw’ skill he lost upon acquiring the Dragon Fang. His war hammer struck the Yeti’s exposed chest with full force.

“Let’s see if that thick hide is just for show.”

Like drawing back the string of a bow, Khan pulled back his right arm. All his muscle power, reaching superhuman levels, concentrated into a single point. The surrounding snowfield seemed to distort around him.

At the moment when fear first dawned in the Yeti’s red eyes,

Boom!

The sound was like thunder.

The impact from Khan’s punch was so powerful it dispersed the blizzard momentarily, causing minor avalanches from the accumulated snow. The Yeti who had leaped at Khan fell from the sky like a comet. There was no need to check the result.

『You’re becoming more of a monster day by day.』

‘And you’re becoming more of a chatterbox.’

Khan rebuked the spirit that unnecessarily commented as he landed on the dead Yeti leader’s abdomen. While the effect of the Leap skill cushioned his landing, to a bystander, it looked as though he defied gravity.

『Do you think you look like a normal human being? Look at those shocked eyes.』

Khan frowned as he looked down from the Yeti’s corpse and saw the large, round eyes of the Three Idiots staring at him in awe.

“Oh, Karyan…”

“A new Great Warrior is born!”


“You fool, Amal. The Great Warrior is still alive!”

The reactions weren’t limited to the Three Idiots. The blizzard had briefly cleared from the impact of Khan’s strike, and even Maya, who had just finished slaying a Snow Mountain Yeti after a hard-fought battle, was staring at him, dumbfounded.

The snowstorm quickly resumed, blocking visibility again, but it did nothing to ease Khan’s discomfort.

『One who soars alone must bear solitude. Given your unnatural growth, how many of your current companions will stay by your side?』

The words from the spirit sounded like a mixture of a jeer and advice, prompting Khan to snort.

‘So what.’

He wasn’t inclined to probe into why the spirit was spouting nonsense. He figured it right—it must be recovering forgotten memories, becoming slightly unstable.

『Well, time will tell.』

Ignoring the spirit’s ominous smirk, Khan retrieved the Giant Slayer embedded in the Yeti’s chest.

With two of the Three Idiots taking down two Yetis, Maya handling one, and Khan himself defeating the leader, the battle concluded. The commotion was likely enough to scare off any other monsters in the vicinity.

‘They seem pretty exhausted too.’

Khan noticed Maya’s and the others’ worn-out appearances. Deciding it was best to set up camp right there, he started preparing for the night.

“Are we really sleeping here?”

Alejandro’s face turned pale as he heard Khan’s decision. Sleeping in the open, surrounded by nothing but snow and a raging blizzard was more than he could take.

“We’re not just going to sleep in the snow. Watch.”

Even Khan had no intention of enduring unnecessary hardships on this hellish march.

While Maya, Eson, and Alejandro watched him with puzzled eyes, wondering what he was up to, Ludmilla, still under a magical invisibility spell, stepped forward and snapped her fingers.

“Whoa!”

Eson stumbled back as a chunk of ice suddenly erupted from the ground. But it wasn’t over yet. In an instant, a circular wall of ice rose around them, closing off with a ceiling, plunging them into darkness.

Ludmilla snapped her fingers again.


Crack. Crack. Crack.

In the next moment, several small lights flared up from the ground. These were the first appearance of the ‘hand warmers,’ small magic stones purchased in bulk from the Georges Principality and personally inscribed with spells by Ludmilla.

“It’s warm.”

Maya remarked, touching one of the hand warmers with her fingertips, eyes wide with astonishment.

The heat radiating from the small red stones wasn’t overly intense, but holding one felt pleasantly warm. With a dozen or so scattered around, the interior started to feel comfortably warm.

“Bring out the Hydra hides.”

Everyone except the Three Idiots handed their allotted Hydra hides to Khan, who laid them out over the ground cleared of snow, placing the hand warmers beneath. This created a makeshift yet very effective insulated bed.

With the hand warmers exuding gentle heat and the well-insulated hides, the makeshift shelter quickly turned into a surprisingly cozy and warm environment, a stark contrast to the raging blizzard outside.

“Now we rest here. Get some sleep and regain your strength. Tomorrow will be just as harsh, if not harsher.”

The group settled in, grateful for the respite, and drifted into an unexpectedly restful sleep amidst the blizzard, readying themselves for the challenges that awaited them the next day.

Despite their efforts, the blankets weren’t enough to completely cover the ground, so they used the ones acquired from the port city to fill in the gaps.

“Wow, this is amazing. It’s actually pretty warm.”

Alejandro remarked.

“When camping, laying down hot packs is part of common sense.”

As always, the others paid little mind to Khan’s cryptic comments and found their spots. When Khan opened Aecharis’s pocket and handed out thick sleeping bags, they accepted them with grateful eyes.

The problem wasn’t just preserving supplies; lugging all those items around in this extreme environment would quickly wear them out. In this context, Khan’s ability to store items in a subspace bordered on cheating.

They newly appreciated it.

“Get as much rest as possible, and when we move, it’ll be in forced marches. Ludmilla has agreed to allocate her mana to this, so manage yourselves well if you want to keep enjoying nights like these.”

“You got it, boss! We’ll fight our hardest!”

Alejandro responded enthusiastically, snuggling into his sleeping bag. The residual chill tickled his face, but soon the heat from the ground climbed steadily, creating a comforting warmth. It felt even cozier than sleeping in a mansion in the city.

‘This is awesome….’

Such an experience was a stark contrast to the hardship they expected, making it all the more precious.-Alejandro quickly grew drowsy from the chill brushing his face and the warmth enveloping his body.

And he made a firm resolution. Never again would he attempt the foolish task of climbing the snow mountain without Khan and Ludmilla.

***

A crimson carpet stretched over the snow-covered mountains of Northland.

Everywhere, bodies lay in a macabre display, blood pooling and splattering the pristine snow. The most disturbing detail was the eerily uniform cuts on the corpses.

“Goddamn it…”

The one responsible for turning the white snowfield into a slaughterhouse, Leniyar, disciple of the Swordmaster, muttered curses hundreds of times under her breath.

“If I catch him, he’s dead. For real this time…”

Grinding her teeth, she turned her frustrated gaze on the hunters of Eiwass.

“Hey! Can’t you block the wind properly? Do you want to end up cut to pieces like these?!”

“…The power of spirits isn’t limitless. Now that we’re far from Paradise, using it recklessly means we won’t have enough when we actually need it—”

“You think you’ll be fighting? I’m the one who’ll slice them all up. Shut up and do as I say.”

The venomous rebuke carried such lethal intent that the elf who had spoken up to Leniyar flinched. He reluctantly summoned a wind spirit to control the surrounding gusts.

“Finally, it’s bearable…”

At last, Leniyar’s anger subsided, and she slumped onto a corpse. The burns sustained during her fall stung continuously, and the biting cold of the snow mountain felt like it was scorching her face. Just when she thought the pain couldn’t get worse, swarms of monsters kept attacking, triggering an explosion of her repressed rage.

“Well… we’re all stuck in this hellish environment anyway.”

Her fury didn’t last long. Despite her volatile nature, her swordmaster’s discipline helped her quickly regain composure.

‘Actually, this might be an advantage.’

Even though the barbarian group had a mage, most mages were more concerned with powerful spells and often relied on magical tools for minor inconveniences. Even if they knew such spells, they’d probably run out of mana first.

In contrast, they could use spirit magic to efficiently control the surrounding environment. Although the biting cold persisted, it was at least bearable with the spirits’ aid.

So…

“Let’s see who can last longer, you damned bastards…”

With a sense of grim determination, Leniyar swallowed her anger, convinced that the enemy would suffer just as much.

***

“Ahh─! Now that was a real good night’s sleep! Thanks to the boss, I feel completely refreshed!”

TL’s Corner:

Poor Leniyar, well, ignorance is a bliss.
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Thanks to Ludmilla’s magic, they had an impromptu igloo allowing them to rest well, and they had marched for almost two-thirds of the day without rest.

If it weren’t for Khan’s “Aecharis’s Pouch”, which helped lighten their load and provided proper rest to relieve their fatigue, even the toughest of them would have collapsed from exhaustion.

“This ride’s a bit rough. Is this carriage a bit cheap…?”

Ludmilla quipped.

“If you don’t like it, get off.”

“Can’t you take a joke? Honestly, it’s quite comfortable. Your strength keeps it from shaking much.”

Unable to withstand the arduous climb with her frail mage’s body, Khan was carrying Ludmilla on his back. Ludmilla whispered with a playful tone, then chuckled softly.

“To be honest, I’m a bit curious about how your body works.”

“You can borrow theirs anytime.”

Khan indicated the others.

“Those kids are also incredibly tough, but not as much as you. Honestly, with your current strength, I think you could’ve taken down that ogre without my help back then. How about it?”

“Well… I’d have to try to know.”

“Oh, really?”

Khan responded absently to Ludmilla’s curiosity, understanding why she kept talking nonstop.

‘Of course she’d be tired.’

Even if she was a formidable mage capable of facing superhumans, she was still human. Physically, she often fell below average. Only her relentless pursuit of knowledge about the ‘sorceress’ drove her through this grueling journey to Hoarfrost Gorge. Her willpower was commendable.

“If you’re tired, just sleep. I’ll wake you when it’s time.”

“Tempting offer… but no thanks. I’m not that weak.”

“Talking like that while being carried doesn’t make you sound credible. But suit yourself.”

With that, their previously ongoing conversation tapered off. Khan adjusted his posture slightly to make her more comfortable as light snores began to emanate from her.


‘At this pace… we should cross the snow mountains by today.’

Based on his past experience, Khan estimated their location. He wasn’t exact, but he trusted his judgment as he began to slow their march, conserving energy for the final stretch.

“Eat up while I talk.”

Even Alejandro, normally chatty, remained silent. The Three Idiots, caught up in their excitement, were pacified with premium jerky. Khan then spoke up.

“Soon, we’ll come to a valley. There, we’ll individually distribute ‘hand warmers’. Keep them in your hands or stuff them in your boots to maintain body heat.”

“Wait, suddenly?”

“Unless you want to suffer from frostbite, you’d better follow my advice.”

Alejandro gulped at that ominous counsel.

“Don’t tell me… soon…”

Maya exchanged a glance with Khan, grasping the implication of his warning. Khan nodded. Yes, Maya, you’re right.

“Soon, we’ll reach Hoarfrost Gorge.”

***

Maya found it difficult to suppress her growing tension.

‘Hoarfrost Gorge, the land where our lord was born.’

Though their first meeting had been harrowing, Maya held a deep, genuine trust and loyalty towards Khan. She might be projecting her own desires onto his image—idolizing his victories over catastrophic entities despite possessing no mana of his own. However, she found no fault in such admiration.

Being scornfully referred to as the barbarian’s lackey might invite disdain, but she would do anything to fulfill her aspirations.

Indeed, she had grown stronger. Partly due to the rare artifacts she had acquired during her time with Khan—

‘I’m growing.’

Facing monsters that ordinary mercenaries would not encounter in a lifetime and surmounting life-or-death trials had honed her spear skills further. Her strikes were now sharper, her thrusts heavier. While these words may sound simple, the number of individuals stymied by such a wall was vast.

And she knew that overcoming this wall was the only way to stand on equal footing with superhumans, like the Sword Master.


Just as Leniyar, the Sword Demon, had shown recently. If she could slice through a barrage of spells with just a spear and crush an overwhelming giant head-on, she would—

‘I can do it. No, I will do it.’

Her goal for this journey was simple: to pass the ‘warrior’s trial’ of Hoarfrost Gorge.

“Phew.”

Steeling her resolve, Maya let out an exhilarated breath and halted her steps when Khan, leading the group, stopped. When she raised her head, an entirely different world spread out before them.

“This is…!”

“Good heavens. What kind of dreamland is this?”

“It looks like something carved by the gods.”

Maya, Alejandro, and Eson each expressed their amazement differently. Even Ludmilla found herself gaping in surprise, her eyes wide.

“The blizzard has stopped…?”

Since when?

Coming to their senses, they realized the blizzard that had harassed them since entering the snow mountains had vanished. Beyond the clear view lay an overwhelmingly grand valley, vast enough to render them speechless.

And it wasn’t an ordinary valley. The two colossal mountains stretching endlessly to either side were not made of rock or soil but—

“A mountain of ice…?”

“Now I understand why it’s called Hoarfrost Gorge…!”

An ice-formed valley so immense it seemed almost impossible in reality. The valley was so vast that, despite their elevated vantage point in the snow mountains, it was difficult to grasp the entire landscape.

What was unmistakable, however, was that everything within their line of sight was enveloped in ice.

“Follow me.”

In a trance, the group followed Khan down toward the valley. As they descended, they began to understand.

“I-It’s so cold…!”


Having traversed the Northland snow mountains, they believed they had grown accustomed to the cold. But this was different. The closer they got to Hoarfrost Gorge, the more the temperature plummeted. Even with the hand warmers maintaining their body heat, it felt as if all warmth was being leached away.

“If we had used the hand warmers from the start, you’d have been exhausted long ago.”

There was a reason Khan had them use the warmers only upon entering Hoarfrost Gorge. He had let their bodies develop a natural resistance to the cold first.

Additionally, he had ensured they consumed adequate calories beforehand to help protect their body heat.

“I’ll teach you a breathing technique; try to follow it as best you can.”

Khan taught them a Hoarfrost Gorge breathing technique, similar to one renowned on Earth. While it wasn’t something they could master immediately, nor was it a cure-all, Maya found that focusing on the breathing technique made the biting pain even a touch more bearable.

‘But this… is too much.’

It hurt.

The cold in the snow mountains had been sharp and painful, but this was on another level. It felt as if the very air was a venomous toxin, causing stinging pain every time it touched her skin.

‘What if I got injured here in Hoarfrost Gorge…?’

The thought alone was terrifying.

“Hahaha! This feels great! Home sweet home!”

Excited like a fish back in water, Ashuk inhaled deeply and dashed off towards Hoarfrost Gorge.

“Well, the snow mountains were a bit tame!”

Maya watched in disbelief, her tongue clicking in bewilderment. What kind of bodies do these people have…?

“H-Hey, newbie. H-How are you holding up…?”

“D-Don’t ask. I’m this close to dying…! This place is just a demonic realm. No, it’s hell!”

Maya overheard the exhausting conversation between Alejandro and Eson. Clearly, even someone with barbarian blood like Eson found Hoarfrost Gorge harsh.

He had complained about the cold in the mountains, but Hoarfrost Gorge was another realm entirely.

‘I thought there might be a difference here in Hoarfrost Gorge.’

Is it not the bloodline but environmental adaptation? Or perhaps Eson’s barbarian bloodline was too diluted.

Lost in thoughts she wouldn’t normally entertain, Maya focused on mimicking the breathing technique taught by Khan.

Initially, everyone was marveling at the extraordinary scenery of Hoarfrost Gorge and then recoiled at the extreme cold. Eventually, their conversations dwindled one by one.

“Wait, stop!”

“Stop! Wait!”

The urgent cry came from Ludmilla, who had been conserving her energy while being carried on Khan’s back.

“What’s wrong?”

Khan asked, looking back at her. It was unlike Ludmilla to be so visibly disturbed. Normally unflappable, even if she was internally rattled.

“Put me down! Quickly!”

Her urgent tone and movements prompted Khan to set her down. She closed her eyes and appeared to focus intently.

She opened her eyes, her pale eyebrows trembling.

“It’s gone…!”

“What’s gone?”

“It’s gone! How can this be possible?!”

Her panic was evident, almost as if she couldn’t hear Khan’s voice. Rambling incoherently, she finally gathered herself and with a look of shock and dread, uttered a startling revelation.

“There’s no mana in Hoarfrost Gorge…!”

—

In a space filled with transparent ice, a man sat cross-legged with his eyes closed. He opened his mouth to speak.

『I can feel it.』

“What do you feel?”

『Chaos.』

“That’s something our God always feels, isn’t it? You’re making a big deal out of nothing! Haha!”

『I’ve always told you, you need to learn to speak more respectfully, you insolent brat.』

“Haha! I think I’m showing enough respect!”

Strangely, two voices emerged from the man’s mouth, yet he didn’t find it odd. Instead, he laughed heartily, making a jest towards the ‘transcendent being’ using his lips to speak.

“If you really desire that, let me take the ‘Test of Valor’ right away!”

『You know it’s not possible.』

“Well, isn’t there any way? Gods aren’t that great after all! Haha─!”

『You crazy fool. I often wonder if you’re truly my descendant.』

The transcendent being in the man’s body sighed and returned to the initial topic.

『The chaos inside is reacting to something. It means something is agitating it enough to shake that firm mage’s seal.』

“Hmm. It seems the time has come.”

『Indeed.』

“Well then, I should start warming up!”

The man stood up from his seated position. As he did, it felt as though a small mountain suddenly rose, filling the space with his presence. He was a giant, almost implausibly so for a human.

His arms were thick enough to effortlessly twist off a troll’s limbs, and his legs, reminiscent of ancient thousand-year-old trees, seemed unyielding to any external force.

Even considering he was a warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge, his sheer size was overwhelming. And knowing his true identity, that impressive physique might almost seem natural.

“Are you curious, Karyan!”

His name was Gordi.

The apostle of the Warrior God Karyan, the great warrior representative of Hoarfrost Gorge. And—

“I wonder how strong my son, Khan, has become!”

He was Khan’s father.
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The statement that “there is no mana in Hoarfrost Gorge” elicited a lukewarm response from the group. Understandable, given that most of them were warriors who relied on physical prowess rather than magical abilities.

Maya, the only one who utilized mana to some extent, did not fully grasp the implications.

“… Is there not even a trace?”

Only Khan had an inkling of its gravity.

“None. There’s a very faint presence… it existed at the boundary between the snow mountains and Hoarfrost Gorge, but even that seemed stagnant, not flowing like natural mana—it’s as if it’s frozen in place.”

Mana is present everywhere on the Midland continent, constantly circulating and perpetually replenishing itself. The origin of mana—this resource that allows mortals to wield superhuman powers despite its extensive use—remains a mystery.

The answer to such a profound question was simple.

No one knew.

Mana just existed, replenishing itself faster than it was consumed, and its presence was taken for granted, accepted as part of the world’s natural order.

Only Khan, coming from a world where the concept of mana belonged to the realm of fiction and fantasy, questioned its existence.

‘Or perhaps the Hoarfrost Gorge clanspeople don’t ponder the existence of mana either,’ he mused.

Deciding to shelve this profound topic for later discussion, Khan focused on the current practicalities.

“First, let’s move to a shelter.”

Khan quickened their pace, urging his companions onward. Meanwhile, he sought to clear the questions swirling in his mind by conversing with Ludmilla, whom he carried on his back.

“If there’s no mana, does that mean spells can’t be used?”

“Not exactly. It’s possible to use spells, but their efficiency is extremely poor. In this environment, where the flow of mana seems frozen, forcing it to manifest will yield less than a tenth of its normal potency.”

“What about mages? Would those of transcendent rank be affected the same way?”

“Well… I can’t be sure. They might have found ways to wield their magic even in places like this.”

“And magic stones?”

“If we draw mana from the stones’ exteriors, it’ll be the same issue. Fortunately, these magic stones function by using their internal mana to cast spells autonomously, so they should be fine.”


As they exchanged questions and answers, the group reached the entrance of the valley. Moving deeper into the concave terrain, they were met with another dramatic change in the environment.

“This is proof that we’ve truly entered Hoarfrost Gorge.”

The air felt oppressively heavy—a perfect metaphor for their situation. Every step required twice the effort as if gravity itself was altered in this space.

“If a fight breaks out, keep your breaths short. Aim to end it with a single, fatal blow. In a prolonged battle, we’ll be at a huge disadvantage.”

This was the first rule when facing beasts, monsters, and Greenskins that had adapted to the environment of Hoarfrost Gorge.

‘It feels… a bit less intense than before.’

While advising his companions, Khan checked his own condition. It seemed as though the eerie ‘weight’ enveloping Hoarfrost Gorge was less pronounced than he remembered.

Of course, back then, his stats were laughable. Now, with a superhuman physique, the perception might have changed.

‘It’s not just the stats.’

He had grown familiar with it.

Khan concluded that he had somehow adapted to the ‘weight’ that permeated Hoarfrost Gorge, making him less affected by it.

“Huff… Boss! How much longer? I can’t keep this up…!”

“We’re almost there.”

Given that this wasn’t the right time for deep contemplation, Khan did his best to encourage the group, pushing them to move swiftly towards the Hoarfrost Gorge clan’s shelter.

Due to the increased ‘weight’ in the valley’s center, Maya was the first to succumb to exhaustion, not Alejandro or Eson.

“I’m sorry…”

“Just rest.”

Khan now found himself carrying both Maya and Ludmilla, hardly an enviable situation, despite what it might look like.

“Ashuk! Carry him!”

“Humph. Weaklings!”


Next was Alejandro. His nimble movements were no match for Hoarfrost Gorge’s unique laws, and he collapsed silently. Ashuk was tasked with carrying him.

Eson, however,—

“Huff. Huff.”

Though his breathing was labored, he continued walking on his own two feet.

“Lord, I can walk on my own now.”

Whether spurred by Eson’s tenacity or having partially recovered her strength, Maya insisted on walking herself, and Khan respected her resolve.

“This place… To think such effects could occur without mana, what principles could be at work…”

Back on Khan’s back, Ludmilla muttered incessantly, struggling to understand the peculiar laws governing Hoarfrost Gorge.

The Three Idiots reveled in the familiar heavy sensation of Hoarfrost Gorge, moving energetically. As they neared the clan’s shelter, they faced yet another restriction.

Suddenly—

“Wait, no, I feel a disturbance—something’s off,” said Ludmilla, her voice tinged with urgent curiosity.

The path became harder, steeper, and the very air seemed to press down more severely. Khan realized they were entering the deepest part of Hoarfrost Gorge, where the ‘weight’ was the most intense. The final trial before reaching safety was upon them.

“Everything feels slower…?”

Khan noticed his body’s reactions were sluggish. It was as if there was a delay between commands and actions, like a computer suffering from lag.

“Adapt. If you can’t, you won’t even be able to fight properly.”

Maya, who had tripped over the unfamiliar sensation, gritted her teeth. It felt like trying to swim through a swamp with shackles weighing her down. The constraints on her body made even walking challenging.

Could she even swing her spear properly in this condition? How could she hope to pass the warrior’s trial, or even fend off a goblin, if she was this encumbered?

“We’re almost there.”

While Khan could offer advice on tolerating Hoarfrost Gorge’s extreme cold, he couldn’t help them adapt to the oppressive ‘weight’ that enveloped the area. They had to adjust on their own, finding ways to move within these limitations.

“We have less than an hour left.”


This was the only encouragement Khan could offer. Though they had more distance to cover, he hoped that psychological relief might lighten their burden.

“Hmm. I’ll carry this weakling!”

“Do as you please.”

“Ha-ha! With more weight, I’ll be even more trained. You can rest comfortably, Amal, son of Karan!”

“Grr! You, blooded one! Tell me if you’re about to fall! I’ll carry you right away!”

No matter how strong one’s will, there is a limit to physical endurance. Stumbling, falling, getting up again, and trying to walk, Maya finally collapsed from exhaustion.

Until that moment, Eson had soldiered on.

‘So, the Hoarfrost Gorge bloodline does seem to have some protective effect.’

Between Maya and Eson, the latter was undoubtedly more physically capable. Eson, inheriting the Hoarfrost Gorge bloodline, possessed strength far beyond that of an ordinary person.

However, in every other aspect, Maya excelled. Especially with her peculiar penchant for enjoying pain. Under normal circumstances, she would have relished the increased challenge, wanting to push her limits even further.

‘Maya is fully affected by the constraints, while Eson seems to be somewhat less impacted.’

Hoarfrost Gorge life adapted in unique ways to their environment. Some even seemed to move without being affected by these constraints. Naturally, this included the Hoarfrost Gorge clanspeople. Eson, carrying that bloodline, was likely enjoying a portion of those benefits.

But even he couldn’t hold out until the end.

“Ha-ha! Fatun! Now I carry a heavier burden than you!”

“Quiet down…!”

“We’ve slowed down…?”

Her body’s reactions were delayed, as if she were experiencing lag. Movements seemed to have a latency between them, just like a computer suffering from a slow load time.

“Adapt. If you can’t, you won’t even be able to fight properly.”

Maya ground her teeth as she stumbled and fell. She felt as though she was wearing heavy shackles, struggling to wade through a marsh. Every movement was encumbered, making just walking a challenge. Could she even wield her spear in this state? How could she fight the warrior’s trial or even a goblin in such a hampered condition?

“We’re almost there.”

Although Khan could help with adapting to Hoarfrost Gorge’s severe cold, the oppressive ‘weight’ surrounding them was something each person had to overcome on their own. One had to find their own way to move within this restricted environment.

In stark contrast, the Three Idiots were positively thrilled to be back in Hoarfrost Gorge.

‘They ran away from their homeland, yet now they seem happy to be back.’

Had Khan not possessed his body, these three fleeing Hoarfrost Gorge would never have happened. So, it wasn’t too strange to see their reactions.

“Ludmilla. Wake up. We’re almost there.”

“Mm.”

Unlike her formidable magical abilities, Ludmilla was physically fragile. Ever since the final restriction had kicked in, she had barely remained conscious. Her body had decided it was best to conserve energy this way.

The only reason Khan woke her now was simple.

“We’ve arrived.”

To let her see it for herself, Khan lifted Ludmilla slightly, bringing her to eye level. Too exhausted to even express her appreciation, Ludmilla weakly lifted her eyelids. Her vision focused on clear evidence of civilization.

A barrier crafted from the bones of a once-massive beast marked their destination. Skulls from various creatures decorated it like macabre trophies.

The sight might have resembled a black magic ritual site or a savage shaman’s altar, but the presence of numerous leather tents confirmed it was a place where people lived.

“No matter how hard you squeeze, you can’t snap a goblin’s neck!”

“I’m pretty sure I could snap yours!”

“What nonsense! Then try it─!”

And there were people—giant figures that dwarfed average humans, their ash-gray skin marking them as Hoarfrost Gorge barbarian, a rare sight in Midland. More than a hundred stood before them, each one capable of replacing a hundred regular soldiers. Fearless warriors, they emanated raw power.

“This is…”

“Yes, this is—”

“Haha! Hoarfrost Gorge! I’m back!”

Ashuk, with Alejandro on his back, roared with laughter as he marched through the barrier. The other two idiots, of course, followed.

“Ashuk! Amal! Fatun! Where have you been all this time?”

“We thought you’d been eaten by wolves! But you’ve come back alive!”

“Wait a second! Those dwarfs are riding on their backs!”

Pandemonium ensued.

With the great warrior away at the sanctum, the return of the Three Idiots stirred up quite the commotion. The remaining barbarian, who had been squabbling among themselves, now swarmed over.

“You fools──!”

“Ta-Tarak!”

At that moment, a middle-aged man leaped over the others with a battle cry and landed before Ashuk.

He was Tarak, the great warrior’s sworn brother, acting as the clan’s representative when the great warrior was away, and Pashantu’s husband.

Tarak swung a bone, easily two meters long, aimed at Ashuk’s head. But just before it connected, a hand shot out to intercept the blow, and everyone watching was stunned.

It wasn’t that someone had blocked Tarak’s attack, who was considered the greatest warrior after the Great Warrior, with their bare hands. It was the identity of the person who had stopped the attack that shocked everyone.

“You, you’re…!”

“It’s fine to scold your foolish son, but I can’t let you harm my comrades, so I had to step in.”

Tarak, despite recognizing the figure before him, struggled to accept what he was seeing. Anyone would have felt the same.

“Khan?!”

So astonished was Tarak that his grip on the bone club loosened, and Khan offered a fierce smile. The Great Warrior’s son, once the weakest nuisance in Hoarfrost Gorge, had returned.

“It’s been a while, Uncle.”

The son of the Great Warrior had returned.

Not as a mere warrior, but as a superhuman.
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Without an ounce of exaggeration, chaos erupted.

“You’ve returned as a true warrior!”

The moment Tarak met Khan’s gaze, he surrendered to the surge of emotion within him: a warrior’s spirit.

Battle Lust!

Tarak’s movements, as he unsheathed the massive bone sword at his waist, were incredibly swift, belying the fact that he possessed no mana. But Khan matched him perfectly.

Three collisions occurred in an instant.

In each clash, Tarak’s sword moved first, but Khan intercepted it with Draupnir, blocking the strikes. It was evidence that Khan’s reflexes surpassed Tarak’s speed.

“Good!”

Tarak felt a thrilling numbness in his grip and laughed. When had he last felt such intensity?

It had been ages since he experienced this much pressure, even while facing the Greenskins of Hoarfrost Gorge. Perhaps only the alpha of the Snow Mountain White Wolves brought such a feeling.

Who would have imagined feeling this pressure from the son of his sworn brother, once called a coward?

“You are a warrior!”

The bone sword made from the bones of giant monsters hunted in the Northland Mountains hummed. It resonated from intercepting a lightning-fast stab.

“Perhaps even stronger than me!”

A surprising statement. Tarak was the strongest warrior of the clan, excluding the Great Warrior. But such words coming from him couldn’t be dismissed as lies. Hoarfrost Gorge warriors despised falsehoods. Tarak’s words were pure truth, without any exaggeration.

‘Crazy, this is…’

Khan himself was equally astonished. He benefited from an unfair advantage in the form of stats.

Additionally, with his barbarian bonus strength nearing 80, he was a superhuman. That someone could match his unrestrained strikes was news to him. His eyes widened with surprise.

‘A superhuman!’

In retrospect, it wasn’t that surprising.


Among the Hoarfrost Gorge warriors, who could easily snap Greenskins in half, Tarak, the strongest after the Great Warrior, had naturally reached the level of a superhuman.

Crash! Crack!

Khan and Tarak’s greatswords collided with unwavering force.

Crack.

Their strengths seemed evenly matched. But in reality, the scales of power were significantly tilted in Khan’s favor. To be precise, Tarak’s combat skills and execution made it seem that way.

He always moved a step ahead of Khan. At first, Khan thought Tarak’s agility stat was higher than his own, but after a few more clashes, his perspective changed.

‘He’s simply moving first.’

Tarak’s mastery of interpreting and reacting faster by instinct and experience allowed him to bridge the gap in raw stats and strength, presenting a formidable challenge for Khan. Despite the apparent equality, the respect between them only grew deeper, recognizing each other’s unique talents and strengths.

Khan held the advantage in agility. He probably surpassed Tarak in strength and stamina as well. But Tarak maintained the initiative because he was predicting Khan’s next moves and acting preemptively.

‘How is he doing this?’

Predicting the opponent’s moves? Easier said than done. In a high-stakes battle between superhumans, betting your life on uncertain predictions was tantamount to suicide. It required not only immense courage but also the ability to constantly outmaneuver the opponent in psychological warfare.

“Is this the best you’ve got, nephew?”

Before Khan’s attacks could reach their peak, Tarak would clash his greatsword against them, siphoning off their strength. He also didn’t hesitate to throw punches and kicks. Khan, realizing that he would have been hit multiple times without his combat intuition, felt his face tighten.

‘Using a skill would disrupt this rhythm.’

If he activated a skill to amplify his strength, or if he used a powerful leap to prevent his attacks from being diminished, Tarak’s strategy could be neutralized instantly. But Khan chose not to use his skills.

‘Heavy Sword.’

Technique against technique. Heavy Sword was an adaptation built upon the foundation of a traditional swordsmanship technique, refined into Khan’s own unique style. It retained the core principles of the Antares’ Sword Technique, which emphasized maintaining the sword’s center.

Once again, Tarak moved a beat faster to interfere with Khan’s attack. But this time, the Heavy Sword’s path did not waver. Instead, it was Tarak’s hand that was torn and bleeding from failing to withstand the technique’s force.

“Exhilarating!”

With a burst of laughter, Tarak disregarded his wounded hand and continued to swing his greatsword. The thunderous clashes between the two superhumans echoed like distant thunder rather than the sound of metal on metal.


Each time they collided, Tarak was forced to retreat, bleeding and grimacing, while Khan pursued relentlessly, as if intent on ending it for good.

“Is he really the same kid?”

“There’s not another tiny warrior like the newborn kid! That’s definitely Khan!”

“Of course, he’s the son of the Great Warrior! To push Tarak back like this!”

The atmosphere grew electrified. The fervor of the duel between the two warriors spread through the ranks of the Hoarfrost Gorge clans like wildfire.

“It’s heavy… but it’s not sharp─!”

Then, for the first time, the Heavy Sword missed its target. Tarak implemented one of the simplest countermeasures against a greatsword technique that grew in power with successive strikes.

Snap…!

Pretending to swing his sword, Tarak let go at the last moment and wrapped his arms around Khan’s waist.

‘Kartus!’

The raw strength tightening around Khan’s waist could crush even a knight with bare hands. This was a familiar scenario. Previously, Tarak’s wife, Pashantu, had also resorted to using Kartus when she lost the strength contest, and Khan had overpowered her with brute force.

This time, Khan’s response was the same. He released Draupnir and placed his hands on Tarak’s wrists. His grip could crush even stones. If he used his full strength, he could shatter bones to dust in an instant.

“Sloppy! Learn it again─!”

Suddenly, the world spun around him. Khan quickly realized what was happening. It wasn’t the world that had spun; it was his own body.

“Ha!”

Tarak, whose wrists had been caught, had flipped Khan over. It was as if he had been waiting for Khan to make such a move. Despite Kartus being a technique designed to overpower a larger opponent, considering Khan’s strength stat, this should have been impossible.

“Uncontrolled power can be consumed by weaker strength─!”

But Tarak had done it. He had proven that he, too, had reached the realm of the superhuman. Using Khan’s strength against him, Tarak pulled him down.

Wham…!

“This is Kartus!”


Tarak’s limbs, as thick as those of Greenskins, locked around Khan’s body, restricting his movements. He twisted Khan’s arms to rip them out, depriving Khan of any chance to struggle or escape.

Crack. Crack.

Relying on brute strength alone wasn’t the right tactic. Once caught in Kartus, unless you had equally mastered it, you couldn’t escape. Trying to break free with force would result in more than just dislocated bones. Tarak was confident of his victory.

『Hmm, a misstep.』

But a voice in Khan’s mind contradicted that thought.

『Being close like this will only make it easier for this monster to fight.』

Had Tarak heard this, he would have questioned it, but unfortunately, only Khan could hear the spirit’s voice.

“Hup…!”

Even if he had heard it, Tarak’s error wouldn’t have been corrected. Khan’s muscles swelled instantly. As he began to resist the twisting force with raw power, the smile on Tarak’s face began to falter.

Thinking that resisting with strength was a mistake took only a few seconds to be proven wrong, as Khan’s actions induced shock.

“Relying on brute strength won’t… work!”

It was natural for Tarak to say that. Kartus is a technique that works even against the tough Greenskins of Hoarfrost Gorge, so Tarak believed the strength difference between himself and Khan was not that significant.

But he overlooked one vital detail. The endurance stat surpassing 50.

“Huff!”

Even the naturally sturdy body of a barbarian combined with an endurance stat of 50 was formidable. While sheer willpower alone might not suffice, a body that robust could overcome.

For a moment, the struggle between strength and technique continued. Then, Khan abruptly freed his nearly twisted arm. A disturbing cracking sound accompanied the movement, but Khan, unfazed, grabbed Tarak’s ankle, which was wrapped around him like a snake.

“What the…!”

Tarak was taken aback by Khan’s unconventional response. Psychological tactics and anticipating opponent movements had no meaning if the opponent could break free from a technique merely using their physical strength.

Khan rose, using one hand for support and the other to lift Tarak upside down. As Tarak caught sight of Khan’s fierce smile, he thought:

‘It’s like fighting my brother…!’

Bam───!!

—

Khan had defeated Tarak, the number one warrior of the clan, excluding the Great Warrior.

“Khan has won…!”

A ripple of shock spread among the Hoarfrost Gorge warriors, quickly morphing into a surge of competitive spirit.

No one was angry or reproachful about Khan defeating the Great Warrior’s representative. The unconscious Tarak lay forgotten as excitement took hold.

“He’s stronger than Tarak! I need to test myself─!”

“He seems quite skilled with a sword. I use one too!”

“Step aside! The second warrior of the clan will take him on next!”

“Karan! Since when were you the second warrior?”

It began with Karan and Omar wrestling like children over who was the second strongest warrior in the clan.

Then, the barbarian, who had been brawling over breaking each other’s necks even before Khan showed up, resumed their battles. Eventually, the onlookers turned their attention to Khan, charging at him with weapons in hand, transforming the ‘shelter’ into an impromptu arena.

“Die, Amal!”

“Today, we settle this, Fatun!”

Amidst it all, Amal and Fatun, still carrying their respective burdens, exchanged punches. Meanwhile, Tarak, who had regained consciousness, naturally began thrashing his runaway son.

In the middle of this chaotic mess, which could only be described as organized mayhem, Ludmilla, buried in the pelt of the Snow Mountain White Wolf, muttered in disbelief.

“They truly are an unimaginable race…”

TL’s Corner:

Yep, they are battlefreaks.
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“Hahaha! If your father saw you now, he’d probably start throwing punches the moment he laid eyes on you!”

“That sounds like a touching family reunion, Uncle.”

Khan replied.

Tarak, having beaten his son Ashuk to a pulp, laughed heartily while patting Khan’s back. Ashuk lay sprawled on the ground, twitching slightly.

“Indeed, it is! Regardless, your father worried a lot about you! He kept wondering if the weakling could even handle himself in a fight out there, or if he’d just meet a pointless end!”

Typical of a barbarian, what concerned the father wasn’t his son dying, but dying without putting up a proper fight. Tarak’s concern was truly barbaric in nature. Khan, wearing an expression of sheer disbelief, watched as Tarak patted his shoulder now.

“But seeing you come back so strong! It’s only right, as a father, to test his son’s growth himself, don’t you think?”

A wildly unreasonable statement, but if it referred to the Great Warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge, it was entirely plausible. In Khan’s memories, the Great Warrior was the epitome of barbarian nature.

If he met his son who had returned as a superhuman, he would certainly lose his mind and launch into an attack.

“…I’d like to talk about the Great Warrior. My father, who’s gone to the sanctum.”

“Did Ashuk tell you? Yes! Our god has summoned the Great Warrior!”

“Do you know why?”

“Hmm. I didn’t ask, so I don’t know.”

Of course, you didn’t.

Having expected as much, Khan wasn’t disappointed and moved on to another question he had prepared.

“I’d like to know about the sanctum.”

Information about the sanctum of the Hoarfrost Gorge clan was scarce. Even when the former ‘Gordi Khan’ tried to gather details, everyone clammed up, saying it was not for non-warriors to know. All Khan knew was that it was a ‘sanctum for warriors’ within the clan.

Another piece of information was that it was where the Great Warrior went upon receiving a summons from their god.

“The sanctum… Indeed, as a warrior who has passed the trial, you’re entitled to know! If you hadn’t left Hoarfrost Gorge, you would have learned about it naturally!”

Tarak cut straight to the chase.


“The sanctum is a place where one can get infinitely closer to our god!”

“Getting closer…?”

“Yes! And it’s also a place where warriors who wish to challenge the position of Great Warrior prove themselves!”

Isn’t it just about fighting?

Given the nature of the Hoarfrost Gorge barbarian, Khan thought they would just jump at each other to settle things. Hearing there was an actual procedure for challenging the Great Warrior came as a surprise to Khan.

‘Come to think of it, I’ve never seen anyone among the warriors directly challenge the Great Warrior.’

It made sense; challenges to the Great Warrior occurred in the sanctum, which was why the former Khan, not being a warrior, had never witnessed such battles.

“…So, that means it’s possible to converse with Karyan in the sanctum?”

“When our god is feeling leisurely, he sometimes comes to watch the fights!”

“Sounds like some kind of idle homebody…”

The idea that Karyan would remain in some divine realm and only come down to watch entertaining fights… Khan’s impression of Karyan, whom he had not even met yet, was already souring.

Given that Karyan was the ancestor of these Hoarfrost Gorge barbarian, it wasn’t unreasonable to assume he shared their unconventional mindset. Karyan might be even more straightforward and unrefined than his descendants.

‘Still, I suppose I’ll have to meet him.’

Ultimately, verifying the mage’s trail, which likely led to Hoarfrost Gorge, would be simplest with Karyan’s assistance.

“I’ve returned to meet Karyan. To do that, I need to go to the sanctum. Are there any other conditions, Uncle?”

“Well! Timing could be an issue! Sometimes the entrance to the sanctum gets blocked. I can send some warriors to check it for you if you’d like!”

“Gets blocked? Isn’t my father already inside?”

“Even if it was open when your father entered, internal issues within the sanctum can block the entrance later on!”

“Internal issues within the sanctum?”

“Yes!”


‘So, there’s more to the sanctum.’

Being a place where one could meet their god was significant, but the fact that ‘issues’ could arise within the sanctum indicated that its role wasn’t limited to divine meetings.

“Please do that. I’d like to enter the sanctum as soon as possible.”

“Hmm, understood! What about the dwarfs you brought along? What do you plan to do with them?”

“I have a request regarding that as well.”

“A request! Let’s hear it!”

Khan made two requests, and though Tarak seemed a bit puzzled, he agreed to both. The fact that Khan was the son of the Great Warrior and had grown strong enough to defeat Tarak himself was reason enough to grant his requests.

“Hmph, but can those dwarfs even endure? They look weak and frail.”

“If they can’t endure, then that’s the end of it. If they do, they’ll become warriors. It’s what they wish for themselves. I’m merely helping them achieve their goals.”

Tarak didn’t question further. It wasn’t in his nature to care.

“Then, I’ll go back to re-educate the brat Ashuk!”

With a giant bone club in hand, Tarak retreated, leaving Khan to head towards the tent designated for youngsters who had yet to become warriors.

In Hoarfrost Gorge, where the cold made Northland snow mountains seem mild, this tent was the warmest place.

“Welcome, boss.”

As Khan lifted the entrance flap of the tent, a wave of warm air greeted him, reminiscent of the temperate climates of the Midland continent.

Generally, residents of Hoarfrost Gorge accepted a certain degree of discomfort to remain sharp as warriors. However, this tent, built for newborns, was an exception, designed to be extra cozy.

“Use it sparingly. Once it’s gone, we won’t be able to restock.”

“Of course…! We’ll do just that!”

At the center of the tent, magical stones glowed a warm, reddish hue, raising the temperature inside. The harsh conditions of Hoarfrost Gorge had likely reduced their efficiency compared to other places, but Ludmilla must have decided that using the hand warmers was necessary to endure the environment.

Trusting Ludmilla to manage the resources judiciously, Khan approached the two figures quietly moving in one corner of the tent.


“Maya, Eson. You will proceed with the warrior’s trial as planned.”

This was the first request Khan had made to Tarak.

“The trial is likely to be in two weeks. Even without the Great Warrior, the return of the Three Idiots means it can’t be delayed further. Soon, the Snow Mountain White Wolves will begin hunting in Hoarfrost Gorge.”

“We need to acclimate to this environment as much as possible before then.”

“Exactly. The method to do that is—”

“I’ve arrived! Warrior Khan!”

“…They will help.”

Maya and Eson turned to look at the entrance of the tent.

There stood Amal and Fatun, bruised and bloodied, but grinning.

“Training! Training! From today, you’ll be fighting with us non-stop!”

***

Khan left the eager warriors—self-proclaimed suicides willing to take the warrior’s trial—in the hands of the Three Idiots, heading to his tent with Ludmilla.

“It’s called a tent, but it’s my home.”

Before possessing ‘Gordi Khan’, this was where he had resided. Proof of this lay in the various atypical items scattered around, uncharacteristic for a barbarian’s dwelling.

“Is that… a book?”

“Yes, though calling something bound in orc leather a book feels a bit odd.”

In Hoarfrost Gorge, where ice, beasts, monsters, and Greenskins were the common fauna, ordinary paper was non-existent. Thus, ‘paper’ in Hoarfrost Gorge often referred to thinly spread orc leather with inscriptions. Naturally, a ‘book’ was a collection of orc leather sheets.

“There’s some ancient language, and about half of it is written in Hoarfrost Gorge’s script.”

The former was left by the ancestors of the Hoarfrost Gorge clan, and the latter was compiled by ‘Gordi Khan’ himself.

“I don’t know how much it’ll help you, but if it’s you, you might be able to figure out something more.”

“I’d love to say, ‘Of course, who do you think I am?’ but… honestly, I don’t even know if I can fully concentrate.”

Khan chuckled at Ludmilla’s uncharacteristic lack of confidence, usually brimming with it. Even a woman born with such magical talents, dubbed a witch, is human in the end.

In this miserably cold place, if one could fully concentrate, could they still be considered a person? They’d be a savage.

“Take care of yourself and do it moderately. It’s not like you’ll have to exert much effort anyway.”

“If it’s something moderate… do you think she will follow us? The Sword Demon, I mean.”

“Yes. She might have followed us quite closely.”

“… Honestly, I can’t agree with you this time. If that monstrous woman were a knight or paladin, maybe, but a swordmaster’s body can’t surpass human limits.”

Khan nodded. Ludmilla’s opinion was a sound one. But Khan knew that Leniyar, unlike other swordmasters, had an extraordinarily robust physique.

Even so, it’s hard to believe Leniyar would be fine in the Hoarfrost Gorge environment, even with the help of an elf spiritist. At best, they could only overcome the snow-capped mountains.

‘But somehow… I have a feeling we’ll meet soon.’

It was an unfounded, vague hunch, but Khan was certain.

Sword Demon Leniyar.

A madwoman who, just because her training was interrupted, cut off the wings of a flying dragon over the capital with only a sword in hand. She wouldn’t give up here.

“If she really shows up as you think, we’ll have to squeeze out every bit of mana to stop her. It’s tough for you to face her directly, isn’t it?”

Still vividly recalling how Leniyar effortlessly nullified her spells with just a sword, Ludmilla rubbed her arm while Khan replied calmly.

“Well, we’ll have to see about that.”

Rather, this Hoarfrost Gorge might be the only place that could stand against Sword Demon Leniyar.

***

“You, y-you damn human…! How far do you plan to go!”

“As far as necessary. You asked me to catch that bastard.”

“I told you there was no need to go this far! Because of your stubbornness, our innocent kin…!”

“Hold on, can you shut up for a moment? These traces… yes, these are definitely that bastard’s traces!”

With pus oozing over the burnt scars on her reddened face, and with her broken ankle turned a dark blue, Leniyar grinned broadly.

Because right before her eyes lay an enormous crater, so deep and vast that it couldn’t be completely buried even in the midst of a snowstorm.

“I finally found it…!”

With the power of spirit magic, Leniyar traced Khan’s trail, and she, along with the elf hunters, finally reached the entrance to Hoarfrost Gorge.

And that day, Khan left the Hoarfrost Gorge clan’s refuge for the sanctuary.

With the promise to be back soon.
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“First, let me tell you what to watch out for!”

Before heading to the sanctuary, Tarak issued several precautions regarding the sanctuary.

First.

“Only one person can enter the sanctuary at a time!”

“But isn’t there already one person inside, the Great Warrior?”

“Hmm, don’t ask about such complicated things! That’s just what I was told! The Great Warrior said he’s an exception!”

Second.

“Leave all items imbued with power not native to Hoarfrost Gorge outside!”

‘Does he mean magical artifacts?’

It was an odd precaution in a place with neither magical tools nor mana, but Khan obediently opened Aecharis’ pocket and stored items imbued with mana, including the Giant Slayer and the Wind Spirit’s brooch.

He hesitated a bit over Draupnir, but since it didn’t particularly use mana, he decided to leave it be.

“What is that? Things just disappear all of a sudden…”

“A gift from a kind friend named Aecharis.”

“Hmm, you’ve made quite a good friend!”

Third.

“Inside the sanctuary, it’s colder, heavier, and slower! You’ll need to adapt!”

“So, it’s a very miserable place.”

“It’s the perfect place for training!”

‘Sure, if you say so.’

Khan chose to ignore the babble of the greenskinned savage for the moment. With each precaution, his curiosity about the sanctuary only grew.


A limit on the number of people entering, restrictions on items imbued with certain energies, and an even stronger application of the constraints covering Hoarfrost Gorge?

No matter how he looked at it, it wasn’t a normal place.

‘Could it be a labyrinth?’

The walk to the sanctuary was quite long. Even moving at more than double an ordinary human’s pace, it took half a day of continuous walking before the surroundings began to change.

“Hmm…?”

Much like when crossing from Northland Snow Mountain to Hoarfrost Gorge, the world, which had been filled with semi-transparent ice, darkened as if the saturation had been lowered.

As Khan thought he was stepping into a world made of obsidian, he followed the familiar steps of Tarak. The further they walked, the darker the ice turned, nearing a deep black.

‘What is this?’

“Isn’t it fascinating? The inside of the sanctuary is even more amazing. You can look forward to it!”

“One more amazement, and it’ll be my undoing, Uncle.”

“Khaha! The sanctuary does devour people!”

Khan frowned at the simplistic expressions unique to savages. Who would know if it was a literal metaphor or just his way of speaking?

If it was the former, then the sanctuary would be an extremely terrible place. He could only hope it was the latter.

‘Damn, this is unbelievable.’

At a certain point, the landscape shifted once again, making it entirely believable that the sanctuary might be a place that actually devoured people.

“This is…”

The scene looked as though the sky had been splattered with murky paints mixed from every color. And Khan had seen this sight before.

It was none other than in the Northern Demonic Realm of the Argon Kingdom.

‘Chaos…!’

Even if he wanted to think otherwise, he couldn’t. This horrific color, indescribable in simple language, is one of the most prominent features of the void’s domain.


“Here it is, the entrance to the sanctuary!”

And then.

The moment Tarak introduced the ominously flickering ‘something’ as the entrance to the sanctuary, Khan couldn’t help but realize why Hoarfrost Gorge had come to be this way.

“Demonic Realm…”

The true identity of the Hoarfrost Gorge clan’s sanctuary, where one could supposedly meet the Warrior God Karyan, was none other than a Demonic Realm.

***

Uuuuung.

For a moment, Khan was enveloped in a sensation as if his physical senses were strangely misaligned. Standing alone in the middle of a grand temple, Khan murmured softly.

“It really is a Demonic Realm.”

The massive columns, symmetrically aligned on either side, stretched so high they seemed never-ending, continuing beyond his line of sight.

Just by seeing that, it was clear that this temple couldn’t exist in reality. The void displayed in the sky of the temple with its ceiling open was so surreal that it felt like peering into the far reaches of the cosmos.

“The damned constraints Tarak mentioned… aren’t as bad as I thought.”

Not knowing what might happen inside, Khan checked his physical condition before exploring the temple and tilted his head in confusion.

Indeed, they’d said that the constraints in the sanctuary were supposed to be even stronger than those in Hoarfrost Gorge. Yet, his condition was surprisingly fine.

‘Are you okay in there?’

After checking his body, he moved on to check his equipment. Confirming that the additional stats from his gear were functioning properly, Khan spoke to Draupnir, which rested quietly in its sheath.

But─.

‘Why is it unresponsive?’

No matter how much he called out, there was no answer from the vengeful spirit. He even tried speaking out loud, suspecting that telepathic communication was blocked, but still received no response.

It was as if the vengeful spirit had vanished from Draupnir.


‘Could it be…?’

A thought crossed his mind. There was that suspicious condition that only one person could enter the sanctuary. If the sanctuary’s laws considered Draupnir’s spirit as a single person, it would make sense.

‘Well, it’s not entirely unreasonable…’

After all, the spirit wasn’t a simple soul.

It was an evil spirit akin to a wraith housed within the legendary Dragon Slayer sword, cursed by Til before being split and imprisoned into a fragment.

While it lost most of its memories and powers during that process, it had been gradually overcoming them by consuming void and dragon souls.

Given that, it wasn’t unreasonable for the sanctuary’s laws to judge so. The issue, however, was what would happen to the spirit once it was evicted from Draupnir.

“… Not something to worry about right now.”

As much as he wanted to step outside the sanctuary immediately to verify, he couldn’t. Although entering was easy, leaving a Demonic Realm was extremely difficult.

Cutting off his deepening thoughts in an instant, Khan moved forward into the temple with a resolute gaze.

‘There isn’t much time for long-winded contemplation anyway.’

He didn’t realize it at first, but once he did, it became clear. There was an entity inside calling for him.

‘Karyan.’

And as soon as Khan tried to gauge the presence the God emitted, he let out a hollow laugh. Merely a tribal God worshipped by the barbarian in the northernmost part of Midland.

Even if classified as a bona fide ‘God’ rather than an ascendant being, he expected that Karyan would fall short compared to the higher divine gods or the trueborns of the archdemons residing in hell.

‘To this extent…?’

That prediction was way off. The presence of Karyan felt from a distance wasn’t significantly weaker compared to the Goddess of Justice he had encountered several times before.

Of course, the Goddess of Justice hadn’t revealed her full intent, so it wasn’t the most accurate point of comparison.

‘One thing is certain, Karyan isn’t an ordinary God.’

No God would willingly approach, let alone dwell in, the vicinity of the void’s domain.

『You’ve arrived.』

“Oh, my muscles are already tingling…!”

‘If they were sane, no God would push their apostle into the void’s domain and possess them.’

Reevaluating his perception of the God Karyan, Khan walked further into the temple. He locked eyes with a man who stood with his back to the massive stone chamber door, looking at him with great interest.

At that moment, he felt a blend of familiarity and unfamiliarity.

The former was a reaction from his body, while the latter was Khan’s current sentiment. Naturally, the latter was more significant. This man, to whom his body was related by blood, was essentially a stranger to Khan.

“… It’s been a while, Great Warrior.”

Above all, Khan found it difficult to approach him comfortably. Even though Khan’s possession was forced by external power, to this man, Khan would appear as the vile being that had taken over his son’s body.

Fortunately or unfortunately, the Great Warrior seemed oblivious to the subtle guilt and discomfort in Khan’s tone, laughing heartily.

“Khaha─! You’ve truly gotten stronger! Even Tarak couldn’t handle you now!”

“I’m nowhere near your level, Great Warrior.”

Khan’s reply wasn’t exaggerated. Facing the biological father of this body once again, the Great Warrior was both a superhuman and the apostle of a God.

Potentially, he wouldn’t pale in comparison to renowned heroes across the continent. But that wasn’t what truly mattered.

And, Karyan… The Warrior God of the clan indeed exudes a formidable presence.”

『Hmm, there’s no need to be overly intimidated. As long as you’re not as rude as your father.』

The transcendent voice, borrowing the mouth of the Great Warrior, resonated through the temple.

『First of all, I am pleased with your growth. The remaining bloodline kin were all quite ignorant. From a young age, you were intelligent, reminiscent of myself.』

“Karyan! You’re praising yourself too much!”

『You… be quiet for a moment; you’re interrupting the conversation.』

As the God and his apostle engaged in their foolish banter, Khan processed the information he had gleaned from their brief exchange.

‘Warrior God Karyan, even he hasn’t noticed my possession.’

Neither did the Goddess of Justice nor the Warrior God Karyan, who is presumed to be of a similar rank.

『So, young warrior. There must be a reason you were drawn here. I will first hear about that. That would make the conversation easier.』

“I’ve come here following traces of an ancient being known as the Sorceress. She goes by the name Mortalia. Do you know of her?”

『Hmm… How could I not know? She is the one who designed the seal of this temple.』

‘Finally…!’

Khan had finally found a solid trace related to the Mage. However, he tried to suppress any visible emotional reaction.

“Can you share that information with me?”

『I’d love to say that it would be no trouble—but unfortunately, I can’t do that.』

“……”

Instead of immediately rebutting Karyan’s refusal, Khan awaited his further words.

『As it stands, I am also a God with a seat in the pantheon. I can’t just divulge information recklessly. If you were to become my apostle, like this brute, it might be different. But you won’t do that. Correct?』

“Yes.”

『Then, my answer is ‘I cannot tell you’. This includes any other questions you might find intriguing. For example, the void filling this sanctuary and my presence here.』

A refusal, followed by another refusal. But Khan waited patiently. Contrary to his expectations, it seemed Karyan was a highly rational entity.

『However, you can earn your answers yourself.』

Boom.

And at that moment, the mountain moved.

“We barbarian offer only one tribute to our God—‘valor’!”

The presence of a warrior, rather than that of the Warrior God Karyan, filled the temple like a towering mountain.

“Then prove it! And seize the answers yourself─!”

Facing this anticipated trial, Khan felt a surprising calmness as he gripped Draupnir.

“A proof of valor. My son─!
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A woman and a spearman. The battles between Maya and Fatun, bound by these two commonalities, always followed a similar pattern.

Fatun, physically superior and fully adapted to the Hoarfrost Gorge environment, relentlessly pressured Maya. All Maya could do in response was barely evade with quick footwork or protect her vital points with the shaft of her spear.

This time was no different. An attack resembling more of a staff strike than spear thrust targeted Maya’s side.

“Ugh!”

Under normal circumstances, she could avoid the attack with minimal movement or even deflect its trajectory. But not in Hoarfrost Gorge.

Each breath pulled the chilling air of Hoarfrost Gorge into her lungs, causing a stabbing pain. Her body felt heavier, exhausting her stamina faster than usual.

Most critically, Maya couldn’t fully utilize her agility, her biggest strength.

‘Damn it!’

There was a subtle delay between the command from her brain and the execution by her body. This delay caused her to trip and stumble whenever she tried anything remotely complex.

“Oh? You dodged this time! A dwarf who’s learning!”

“Sh-shut up…!”

At this point, Fatun would usually land a hit with his spear, ending their spar. Maya, in her current condition, had no way of dealing with the powerful thrusts from a barbarian’s physique.

But not today.

‘I’ve learned her patterns!’

After being struck by the same attack repeatedly, Maya had learned. She realized that Fatun had a habit of ending her sequences with a thrust after cornering her opponent.

If her movements were slow, she needed to anticipate her opponent’s moves and react accordingly.

Swish!

Dodging was the easy part.

Yotun’s spear coiled like a snake, striking Fatun’s shoulder. Though she attacked with the flat side rather than the blade, thinking of Yotun’s true piercing power made it clear that her shoulder muscles could have been shredded.

“At last…!”


Maya’s face lit up as she successfully counterattacked for the first time. Until now, she had been helplessly beaten without even a proper fight. Landing a solid hit gave her an unnameable sense of achievement.

Wham!

“How dare a stupid dwarf laugh when the fight isn’t even over yet!”

Even with a face-smacking fist as large as her own head, she couldn’t help but let out a giggle.

‘The lord is also getting stronger in the sanctuary.’

It was news from the first warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge, Tarak, conveyed through Ludmilla. By now, Khan would be proving his valor against the Great Warrior.

By the time Khan finished proving his valor and came out, he was expected to emerge stronger than ever before.

He, who is already monstrously strong, becoming even stronger? Would he still need her presence then? In truth, even now, Khan handled most of the fights single-handedly.

‘I can’t become a burden.’

With a prominent bruise on her face, Maya stood up, a grin tugging at her lips.

“Hit me harder—! This much won’t make me fall!”

As long as her body could move, she would never stop. For her lord, who would return even stronger.

***

“Damn it… Did I pass out again?”

The familiar void sky greeted him as he opened his eyes.

‘Feels like it’s been roughly six hours.’

He had often awakened to a strange ceiling after passing out in the past. Fighting such powerful foes often culminated in expending all his strength with A-ranked skills, leading to unconsciousness as a result.

Having grown accustomed to passing out and waking up, he had developed a sense of how much time had passed after losing consciousness.

『Hmm, you’re really sturdy. Even Tarak wasn’t this resilient.』

“At this rate, I’m just getting beaten up more frequently, aren’t I?”


『That’s because you’re weak.』

‘Damn it, it’s because you’re ridiculously strong.’

It had been four days since Khan began the “Proof of Valor”. So far, he had yet to achieve any significant success. Rather than proving his valor, he had been repeatedly beaten and knocked out.

It wouldn’t be surprising if he developed a skill related to enduring blows soon.

“Is this level of difficulty normal?”

『Of course not. You’re on a special difficulty level.』

Damn bastard.

Khan barely held back a stream of curses, his face contorting. Meanwhile, the God of Warriors Karyan, channeling his will through the Great Warrior’s body, broke into a laugh, a smug smile on his lips.

『What did you expect? If you passed a trial too easily with your abilities, how could that prove your valor to me? True, I lament the stupidity of these brutes every night. But their valor, that I recognize.』

Though the words made sense, Khan couldn’t accept them. If there had been even a sliver of hope, he wouldn’t have voiced such frustration.

Since when did he only seek out fights he was certain to win? Darkin Perayas, wyverns, the Demonic Realm, the Golden Dragon, and Kereaktu—all of these fights had been lethal risks for him. Each could have led to death with a slight misstep.

Khan, who never complained about tough fights, couldn’t be whining about difficulty now.

‘This level of battle is just impossible to sustain.’

To prove his valor, Karyan had naturally pitted Khan against his father, the Great Warrior Gordi. And up until now, Khan hadn’t even managed to land a single blow. Not even once.

‘He surpasses me in every aspect.’

Before restarting his fight with the Great Warrior, Khan reviewed his previous battles. This had become a habit after repeatedly passing out, realizing that he couldn’t continue like this.

In the initial battle, Khan had started with the most powerful strike he could muster, excluding the A-rank skills that caused extreme stamina drain, ‘Surging Strength’ and ‘Dragon Fang’.

A sword strike amplified by the explosive acceleration from a leap and the weight of the Heavy Sword. The Great Warrior’s response was straightforward.

With no weapon or notable technique, he deflected the Heavy Sword with his bare fist. A strike that even the demonic Kereaktu’s avatar struggled to parry head-on was brushed aside by a bare hand.

The pressure was unimaginable. The rebounding force he felt wasn’t even something he experienced while striking the scales of the Golden Dragon. The sheer solidity made it feel like his entire body was drenched in blood.


Moreover, the Great Warrior’s strength surpassed Khan’s.

Like being swept away by a tidal wave, Khan couldn’t withstand the force in the Great Warrior’s single punch, breaking his stance. He barely managed to block the following kick with his sword, but the impact sent him flying into an invisible void wall.

The first battle ended with the Great Warrior’s punch planted firmly in Khan’s face. Brute force wouldn’t work. Realizing this, Khan changed his tactics the next time.

Minimizing frontal collisions, he utilized high-speed movement through leaps to create a pattern similar to a revolving wheel. Predicting the prolonged nature of the Proof of Valor, he aimed to draw out the Great Warrior’s power through long-term strategy.

But even that proved difficult.

‘He’s just like Tarak. No, even more than that.’

The Great Warrior seemed to fight as if he had foreseen Khan’s movements. Each time, no matter the direction or the near-invisible speed of his approach, Khan was blocked.

During these attempts, Khan realized that the Great Warrior hadn’t moved a step from his original position, right before he lost consciousness again. And after the next, and the next.

Each time he tried to find a new angle of attack, the result was the same—he ended up unconscious. Upon the eighth battle, Khan employed his first A-rank skill.

Activating Surging Strength just before collision, he unleashed a surprise attack on the Great Warrior, who had grown accustomed to his previous strength.

Predictably, Khan still lost. However, the Great Warrior could no longer brush aside his attacks with a bare fist like before.

‘If that were possible, he would’ve just become the God of Warriors himself.’

The problem was, the methods of the Great Warrior were far beyond Khan’s imagination.

First, he fearlessly caught Draupnir’s blade with his bare hands and, as if holding up the sky, stopped the Heavy Sword’s strike midway. The fact that Surging Strength, which Khan considered one of his ultimate finisher moves, was stopped like that was even more shocking.

“Damn, talk about a ridiculously hard game…”

To be blunt, the Great Warrior was nearly a superior version of Khan in almost every way. Of course, Karyan hadn’t imposed the absurd condition of ‘Defeat the Great Warrior!’

『Are you frustrated? Well, that’s understandable. But know that it’s equally frustrating to watch you. Young warrior.』

“What are you talking about? It’s more frustrating for the one getting beaten up for days.”

『Your manner of speaking is becoming as insolent as your father’s.』

“Try getting beaten helplessly for days, God of Warriors. See if you don’t develop a sour attitude.”

Despite his descendant’s defiance, Karyan didn’t show anger or disbelief. Instead, he laughed heartily and praised Khan with a tone of delight.

『Nevertheless, I find your defiance pleasing. It signifies that the once-awkward boy has become a true warrior. Even when faced with an insurmountable wall, you possess an unyielding spirit.』

‘Unyielding spirit, my foot.’

In this wretched world filled with inexplicable hardships, enduring a few years of unfairness would inevitably build patience. It was honed by dealing with unreasonable bosses and shady clients who thought their company’s power was their personal authority.

Whether Karyan understood Khan’s bitter inner thoughts or not, he continued speaking with a smiling face.

『The ‘valor’ I oversee includes such an unyielding spirit. In a way, you have already half-passed the test. The remainder is proving your own strength. So, to boost your enthusiasm, I shall give you an opportunity.』

“An opportunity?”

『Indeed, an opportunity. It seems you have many questions for me…. Within reasonable bounds, I will answer your questions. Consider it a preview of the reward you will receive.』

Khan paused for a moment at the unexpected opportunity. His main reason for coming to this cursed Hoarfrost Gorge was to find answers through Karyan.

Unexpectedly, he was given a chance to get some answers before even completing the trial. Even if they weren’t complete answers, having these clues was a significant opportunity.

‘Should I ask about the Sorceress? Or perhaps the true nature of this sanctuary and Hoarfrost Gorge…’

Countless thoughts flitted through his mind in that brief moment.

If he could glean a clue related to the secrets of the world through this question, it would provide a significant gain even if he failed the trial. Yet, Khan found it difficult to select a question to present to Karyan.

As his silence grew, with Karyan observing his turmoil with an intrigued expression, Khan finally made up his mind.

“…Damn it. I’ve decided on my question.”

『Well then, let’s hear it with great interest.』

Khan made his choice.

“Can you teach me how to fight? To defeat that Great Warrior, I mean.”

In response, the God of Warriors Karyan smiled as if he’d been waiting for such an inquiry.

『Indeed. That is a most pleasing question.』
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However, despite readily agreeing, Karyan’s subsequent words made Khan frown.

『But the method to become stronger varies for each person. Some can grasp the seed of growth by simply meditating, while others may never comprehend it in a lifetime. Meanwhile, some can learn ten things from just one practical experience. If one truly has talent, they may achieve growth through both ways. As I see it, you are not that kind.』

“…Are you saying I have no talent?”

While these words might have offended someone else’s pride, Khan asked nonchalantly.

‘It’s not exactly news to me.’

A tubby office worker in his thirties falling into another world wouldn’t suddenly awaken as a martial arts genius or a sorcery prodigy like in stories. Certainly, in modern life, someone with such gifts might go unnoticed.

But that did not apply to Khan.

‘I have grown strong solely because of the game system.’

Simply hunting monsters repeatedly allowed for continuous growth. While leveling up made the experience bar lengthier and progress slower, defeating powerful monsters resulted in rapid leveling.

The downside was the life-threatening risks, and Khan had faced those risks head-on.

‘Talent isn’t necessary. As long as I keep moving forward.’

This wasn’t mere self-consolation; his rise to the realm of the superhuman was proof enough.

Most importantly─

“Talent doesn’t matter to me.”

With the system of ‘Midland Quest,’ he could master techniques, talent or not.

Just as he had made the Antares Swordsmanship his own, constantly triggering the skill acquisition mechanism during battles with strong opponents,

He could not only acquire these skills but could also evolve them further using the racial bonuses of a Barbarian.

“So, just teach me already, Karyan.”

『Ha, you insolent brat!』

With a scoff, Karyan completely seized control of the Great Warrior’s body.


『Alright, I’ll show you. Take what you can.』

***

God of Warriors Karyan is the ancestor of the Hoarfrost Gorge clan. Naturally, most of the techniques used by Hoarfrost Gorge warriors originated from him.

『The essence is to feel the flow of battle.』

Using the Great Warrior’s body, Karyan extended a punch. Khan’s sword strike was drawn into it as if sucked in, resulting in a collision between bare flesh and the magic sword, producing a deafening roar.

Of course, the one getting pushed back was Khan.

『If you can sense the flow like this, you don’t even need any special techniques. You just need to channel your strength in response to your opponent’s next move. That’s why you struggled so much against my apostle.』

“Sensing… the flow?”

Khan grimaced at the abstract concept and charged again. For him, continuous action was the key to acquiring new skills. Yet, like the Great Warrior before, Karyan was an insurmountable wall. A wall that reached all the way to the sky, with no end in sight.

“What does that even mean!”

He clashed against the wall with all his might. In a flash, he unleashed five strikes that could crush boulders. From the opponent’s perspective, it must have felt like five formidable sword strikes converging at once.

『Simply wielding your sword is not enough. It doesn’t end there.』

Karyan deflected the five seemingly illusory sword strikes with his fist and stamped his foot, sending a loud thud through the ground.

『Your opponent has three main choices: defend, evade, or counterattack. Of course, the possibilities multiply endlessly if we break it down further. Let’s assume a defense followed by a counterattack.』

Following his explanation, he demonstrated each move, deliberately slow to make his point clear. A forward step, and then a counterattack.

Boom──!

His punch, striking the empty air, generated a massive shockwave. As if by magic, the shockwave traveled across a distance and Khan, blocking it with Draupnir, was pushed back a few steps.

『Your opponent has defended the counterattack. This presents another set of choices. Realizing that I have the means to strike from a distance, you’re left with two options: closing the gap or retreating from the battlefield. In this sanctuary, the remaining option is ultimately…』

Bang!

Karyan, who had closed the gap in an instant, caught Khan’s extended punch with his palm and grinned.


『To charge in again. So, do you get the gist of it?』

“Gist, my ass…!”

Claaaang─!

Khan countered by kicking up from the ground, using Draupnir as an anchor. Karyan blocked it with a slight shift of his arm that was gripping Khan’s fist, then continued his resounding instruction.

『You’re truly a slow learner. Most would have started to grasp it by now.』

‘Man, you talk a lot.’

Using Karyan’s forearm as a platform, Khan leaped back to gain distance. Normally, such an impact would have shattered an arm, but that abnormal body was unscathed.

Khan wondered if this was how those who had died by his hands felt. The physical disparity was so vast, there seemed to be no viable countermeasure.

Moreover, Karyan anticipated every attack. Even if Khan tried to clear his mind and attack randomly, Karyan read his every move.

‘What the hell is this flow?’

Khan was certain that the ‘flow’ Karyan spoke of held the key. Even amidst battle, his mind raced constantly.

He couldn’t get too absorbed in the abstract notion of sensing the flow of battle. What mattered in skill acquisition was how often the related actions were performed against a particular target.

‘Combat Foresight’ developed from a repeatedly triggered gut instinct for detecting incoming attacks.

‘Leap’ was naturally acquired by persistently performing jumping motions, and ‘Throw’ was similarly learned.

‘Telling me to sense the flow of battle just sounds vague. It’s better to focus on the phenomena shown by that enigmatic skill.’

After nearly ten fights with the Great Warrior, receiving brief but guided sparring with Karyan, and having a proper match with Hoarfrost Gorge’s first warrior, Tarak,

It was clear that all three, despite varying degrees, could predict Khan’s movements.

‘So, is this skill about predicting the opponent’s actions?’

Khan doubted that was the full extent of it. That level of prediction was already within his capabilities. In fact, predicting the opponent’s movements was something he had been doing for a long time.

Understanding the opponent’s personality was fundamental. Analyzing the usual attack patterns, the unexpected variable patterns, and even the trump card used in dire scenarios.


He used to meticulously study every algorithm, exploiting them to devise perfect strategies, back when this world was still a game. And that method worked, even against foes he faced in the game.

‘Just like when I faced Leniyar.’

Khan knew her personality well and crafted a spontaneous plan accordingly. First, Ludmilla’s magic immobilized the Dwarf pirate ship to create distance.

Naturally, Leniyar couldn’t close the gap by running across the sea, so her only option was to perform a reckless maneuver using spirit magic to launch herself.

-And knowing from the game that Leniyar was a lunatic capable of such a stunt,

He devised the plan to blast her away with an indestructible magic sword while she was airborne, making her defenseless. That, in a way, was a demonstration of ‘battle flow’ as Karyan described, wasn’t it?

Specifically, he had taken the lead in guiding the flow of battle.

“…Let’s go again. One more time.”

『Ho. Have you grasped something? Your eyes have changed.』

Asked if he had grasped it, Khan shook his head. To be honest, he still didn’t fully understand what Karyan was talking about.

Yet.

‘I’ve definitely caught a clue for skill acquisition.’

And to materialize that clue, ultimately, “Let’s fight until we’re sick of it.”

***

‘Ah, look at this guy.’

As Karyan, who had personally possessed his apostle’s body to teach Khan, watched, he couldn’t help but let out a mental chuckle. It wasn’t a reaction born of negativity.

On the contrary, it was close to expressing surprise at what Khan had shown.

‘He still hasn’t grasped the sense….’

If Khan had truly awakened the sense of reading the flow of battle, he would have picked up on Karyan’s signals and adjusted his movements accordingly. However, something did change.

Specifically, there was now a trace of intent in Khan’s attacks that wasn’t there initially.

‘Interesting.’

Though the ‘Proof of Valor’ test appeared, on the surface, to be about demonstrating one’s martial prowess and bravery before the God of Warriors, it was not truly the case. The valor of these cursed descendants didn’t require testing.

The true purpose was to help a descendant with potential awaken their ‘sense’.

‘I don’t usually intervene directly… but a promise is a promise.’

Even in his contemplation, Karyan effortlessly blocked all of Khan’s attacks, interspersing swift counterattacks. The gap between warriors with and without the ‘sense’ was that vast.

Despite adjusting his level to match Khan’s, Knowing the opponent’s movements in advance created an insurmountable disparity.

‘This time, I’ll just make sure he passes out for an hour or two… Hm?’

Puzzlement flashed across Karyan’s face as he batted aside the oddly shaped greatsword with a punch.

‘It’s changing?’

Khan’s subsequent movements were dynamically altering in real-time before Karyan’s eyes. As Karyan adjusted to these new movements, Khan adapted again. And so it continued, changing and re-changing…

Before they knew it, the two had momentarily stopped their clash, staring at each other from their respective positions.

『It seemed you’d grasped the sense, but that’s not it. Ha…!』

Karyan’s first words broke the peculiar silence, a combination of astonishment from comprehending what Khan had achieved. It was also genuine admiration for Khan’s inexplicable technique, even to a God who had observed countless warriors.

『Instead of feeling the flow of battle, you forcibly engrain the entire flow of the upcoming battle into your mind?』

“When there are no fangs, you bite with your gums.”

『Hahaha…! You don’t realize how extraordinary what you’ve done is. Reading the entire flow of a battle from start to finish and controlling it… That too is a form of foresight! Even the immortals who have ascended to the divine thrones haven’t achieved this. And yet, you’ve done it in a mere mortal body!』

In fact, it was an even more incomprehensible feat. To achieve such an overwhelming feat with the body and mind of a mortal would be enough to cause one’s head to overload and burst.

It would be more believable if this were the result of a centuries-old accumulation of combat experience, finally blossoming into awakened talent.

But the young warrior before him hadn’t even lived thirty years, and no matter how fiercely he lived, there were limits to the experience he could gather. So, it must be talent.

Karyan admitted that his judgment had been wrong. The young warrior wasn’t lacking in talent; he possessed a kind that Karyan had never encountered.

『Excellent!』

“Not yet, it’s not over.”

Khan swiftly interrupted Karyan, who seemed ready to declare the trial passed, gripping his sword with a grin that hinted at excitement.

“I feel like I can push further. Please, spar with me a bit longer.”
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 185

				
Chapter 185. Proof of Valor (4)

‘What the hell is this place?’

Normally, she would have vented her frustration aloud with curses, but now she didn’t have the energy. She needed to conserve every bit of her strength, even that which would be spent on speaking.

That was how severe this place called Hoarfrost Gorge was for humans. Leniyar slightly turned her head to check on the state of the elf hunters behind her. It wasn’t out of camaraderie or concern for their safety.

‘Why should I care if those wretched immortals live or die?’

Elves, who had nothing to boast about besides their long lifespans, viewed humans as cattle they were protecting. Leniyar hated them with a passion.

The only reason she had to care about the elves’ safety was because their spirit magic was essential for surviving in this hellish place.

‘Tch. Weaklings. Only four left…’

Of the many elves who had entered Hoarfrost Gorge, only four remained after three days. It wasn’t as though they had been ordered to fight monsters.

They simply couldn’t maintain the spirit magic required to keep the area habitable, their mana running dry. Once they could no longer maintain the spirit magic, they were abandoned.

‘Controlling mana here is excruciating. Replenishing it is nearly impossible. Even maintaining spirit magic for a day makes them pant. This must be the influence of Hoarfrost Gorge’s environment.’

Leniyar herself was equally exhausted. Despite being one of the top-ranked warriors within the Empire, her human body couldn’t withstand this environment without the aid of spirit magic.

Without that assistance, she too would soon collapse and find her grave in Hoarfrost Gorge. She calculated the time she had left.

‘One elf can maintain spirit magic for about a day. Even considering their leader is a bit better, we need to find the target within two days.’

This calculation also included the time needed to escape Hoarfrost Gorge. Yet, at some point, her calculations went awry.

“……!”

Leniyar’s eyes widened in silent shock.

‘What is this…!’

A sudden overwhelming weight pressed down on her entire body, making even the simple act of walking feel like it was draining twice as much energy.

She hadn’t had a proper rest since entering the snowy mountains. Her injuries from the plunge into the sea hadn’t fully healed, and now another debilitating restriction was added.


Gritting her teeth, she pushed on.

‘Alright, bring it on…!’

This was the kind of situation that would make even the toughest individuals consider turning back. But Leniyar was not just any tough individual.

Like most sword masters, she reached her current level through extreme training. She had swung her sword without eating or drinking for a week, only stopping when her body forced her to faint.

She had practiced for an entire day with heavy iron balls tied to her limbs, in a posture that even a strong adult would struggle to maintain. This was simply another form of such rigorous training.

Just like those times when she pushed herself to the limit and achieved new breakthroughs. She was certain that enduring this ordeal would yield a sweet reward.

That night, she dreamt of subduing that barbarian, putting a leash on him, and walking him like a pet. When she woke up after less than three hours of sleep, she was naturally determined to make that dream a reality.

By that afternoon, one of the elves had exhausted all their spirit magic and collapsed, abandoned.

“…….”

“…….”

The remaining three elves glared at Leniyar with murderous looks in their eyes, which made her chuckle. It was amusing how their hatred had shifted.

Initially, they directed their subtle hostility at Leniyar, who forced them into this deathtrap and threatened them with death if they didn’t obey. Now, they also aimed their hostility at the unseen barbarian.

‘Noble race, my ass….’

While afraid of the immediate threat of Leniyar, they found it easier to blame the barbarian they hadn’t yet encountered. Their pride wouldn’t allow them to admit fear of a mortal, so they redirected their resentment towards the barbarian.

From Leniyar’s perspective, this was perfect. She quickened their pace to intensify their resentment and hatred toward the barbarian.

And then.

“Haha…! This is fucking ridiculous-!”

Another restricting force of Hoarfrost Gorge came into play, and this time Leniyar couldn’t hold back her curses.

‘My hands and feet are sluggish? No, it’s more than that.’

It felt as though the commands her brain sent were taking significantly longer to reach her body. Even Leniyar, with her peerless control and mastery over her own body, found this restriction bizarre and immediately unsettling.


Thud.

The elf, who had been maintaining spirit magic all day as today’s sacrificial lamb, suddenly tripped over her own feet and fell. The other elves didn’t even glance at their fallen comrade, much less help them up.

Instead, Leniyar moved to grab the elf by the back of their head and force them to stand. But when the elf didn’t rise as she expected, she applied more force, resulting in a strange tearing noise.

“Aww, shit.”

In that brief moment, the elf’s facial skin had stuck to the icy floor of Hoarfrost Gorge. When Leniyar tried to force it off, the skin that had touched the ice tore off completely. Leniyar pitied the fact that the elves’ only redeeming feature, their faces, had been severely damaged.

Slice.

With a swift motion, Leniyar decapitated the elf, ending their suffering.

“If you’re thinking of giving up here, then let’s just die together. Understand?”

Now, only two elves remained. Leniyar gazed at them with a cold, piercing stare, as if to say, “Don’t even think about betraying me.”

“…We will complete our family’s duty and die. Short-lived inferior species.”

The elf leader, a member of the Eiwass family and a skilled hunter, growled in a low, menacing tone.

“Even if there’s a way to survive… we will kill you and return to nature’s embrace.”

Her gaze, tone, and aura conveyed a deep resentment that went beyond simple threats. Leniyar chuckled, her smile twisted.

“That’s right, sweetie. Of course, it has to be that way.”

This brief conversation was their last exchange for a while.

‘Now, I’m getting a feel for this.’

At the point where another elf died, leaving only the elf leader and Leniyar, she had finally adapted to the unusual environment of Hoarfrost Gorge.

‘If I move like I usually do, my body will be ruined from the cold. And considering the dense air, even a simple sword strike will consume more energy, and my movements will be slower…’

In her mind, she imagined her battle with the barbarian and even revised her swordsmanship to suit the situation.

‘This should be good enough.’


In the end, she succeeded.

The ‘Swordsman’ who was barely thirty years old had modified the Volatus-style, created by the legendary swordsman Valken Leichtahp, to the extreme environment of Hoarfrost Gorge.

This was truly an unimaginable feat, a swordsmanship that had transcended human limits.

It was as though the gentle-natured Valken Leichtahp, renowned for his calm demeanor, had been forced to acknowledge Leniyar’s brutal and savage nature, which was the exact opposite of his own.

With a dissatisfied expression, Leniyar continued to think about her battle with the barbarian and move her feet steadily. And as the simulated battle continued…

The improvised swordsmanship, which was initially just a modification of the Volatus-style, became increasingly refined.

“This should be good enough.”

It took Leniyar a day to refine her improvised swordsmanship to her standards. And until then, the elf leader had not fallen. Instead, their condition had deteriorated further.

By this point, Leniyar began to feel anxious. If that pretty little elf were to die, leaving her alone in this horrendous Hoarfrost Gorge…

‘Haha… Damn it.’

Even Leniyar would be helpless.

She, who had always armed herself with a pride even greater than that of the elves, believing there was nothing in this world she couldn’t cut down, would have to kneel before this indifferent force of nature.

Her body would be left as mere fodder for lowly beasts. Her grand ambitions of surpassing her master would be reduced to dust alongside her carcass.

As these thoughts began to consume her, Leniyar felt a surge of something unfamiliar within her chest. Reflecting on this unfamiliar sensation, she let out a bitter laugh internally.

‘Fear… Is it?’

Yes.

It was fear.

The helplessness of being obliterated before the vastness of nature, the dread of death creeping closer and closer. These sensations, never before experienced, now swirled and clashed violently in her mind.

Perhaps, had she rotted away on that dreary mountain her entire life, she would never have known this emotion.

‘Fear, huh…’

She was arrogant.

But it was an arrogance born of knowing her own capabilities. A justified arrogance. And even in this state of fear, her talent shone through.

“Do you think simply swinging a sword will show you its end? Do you think that only talent determines a person’s limits? If so, could someone with far inferior talent than you have become a Sword Master?”

“For swordsmen like us, wielding and mastering the sword is ultimately a testament to the path we have walked.”

“If you continue like this, you will face a wall that you will never be able to surpass due to that very talent you possess.”

The words of her master, who had imprisoned her on Sword Mountain, came to mind on the day she had almost killed some noble rascal.

And the unfathomable talent, even in the midst of this consuming fear, used that very emotion as a catalyst to propel her to even greater heights.

‘Old man. It seems that the wall has disappeared now.’

Leniyar felt it. The intangible wall that had existed between her and her master had thinned, and the path to that wall had shortened.

Who could have imagined that in the process of chasing an entertaining barbarian, faced with the threat of death, she would achieve a new awakening?

Not even her master, Valken Leichtahp, nor she herself could have foreseen this.

‘I should be thankful to that damned barbarian.’

Leniyar decided to upgrade Khan’s status. From a pet to her personal slave. And as if the heavens were whispering encouragement into her ear, urging her to test this new insight immediately,

“I found them. Those bastards.”

The sanctuary of the Hoarfrost Gorge clan came into view.
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Bang! Crunch!

Khan met Karyan’s punch with Draupnir and dug his feet into the ground to stop his body’s backward momentum, immediately following up with a punch of his own.

Boom─!

It was a strike powerful enough to crush a massive boulder. Karyan countered with his other fist, and the sound of their collision filled the entire sanctuary.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

At such a close distance that they could feel each other’s breath, Khan, having momentarily abandoned his sword, initiated a flurry of punches. The rapid exchange was so fast that it seemed as if frames were missing, and Khan held his ground.

In the past, Karyan would have predicted Khan’s movements, found an opening, and ended the fight quickly. But now, Khan fought on equal footing with Karyan.

Had Khan finally grasped the ‘sense’ Karyan spoke of?

‘Grrr…!’

No, he hadn’t.

Khan still hadn’t mastered the ‘sense’ that Karyan, the Great Warrior, and Tarak possessed. Yet he was able to fight Karyan on even terms.

『You can now hold your own for quite a while even with that brute force approach!』

“Shut. Up!”

Karyan, despite being a God of war, seized the moment Khan spoke to launch a surprise attack. It was a crude tactic any street brawler could use, but Khan didn’t find it dishonorable. In a fight, there was no such thing as dishonor.

Instead, Khan jumped and spun his body so that his head nearly touched the ground. Karyan’s punch, which would have struck Khan’s chest, hit nothing but air with a loud ‘pang’, and Khan used Karyan’s fist as a platform to push off and deliver a knee strike.

Thud!

Though the maneuver was extraordinary, Karyan easily blocked it.

Khan retrieved his knee from Karyan’s shoulder, a blow that would have shattered the bones of even the strongest paladin, but Karyan remained unfazed—a testament to his monstrous physique.

‘He’s coming!’

Sensing the muscles in Karyan’s fist twitch, Khan used the ‘Leap’ skill to widen the gap. Karyan immediately pursued, striking the air. Once again, Karyan unleashed a long-range attack using shockwaves.


“Huff!”

Khan retaliated with a punch of his own. Every time the intangible shockwave struck his fist, it felt as if his grip might fail. Gritting his teeth, Khan withstood the force and shattered the shockwaves, landing back on the ground.

‘What’s next?’

Khan once again tried to predict the next move. Recalling the minor habits and muscle movements Karyan exhibited before attacking, Khan remained alert but noted that Karyan didn’t rush in.

Instead, Karyan stroked his thick beard and spoke in a strange tone.

『Hmm, you’re becoming quite formidable. At this level, you could have a decent fight with your father.』

“Spit-. And what good would that do?”

『You’re right; it might be pointless since you haven’t mastered the ‘sense.’』

It was true. No matter how one looked at it, Khan’s efforts were brute force compensating for a lack of talent—nothing more, nothing less.

He was analyzing all the signals his opponent sent: eye movements, subtle muscle twitches, warnings from Combat Foresight, and so on. Using these, he picked the best possible moves for himself, predicting and counter-predicting his opponent’s responses.

That allowed him to fight on somewhat even terms with someone like Karyan, who seemingly could see the future. But that was all.

『That method has very clear limits. First, the sheer amount of information is overwhelming for a mortal’s consciousness. Transcendents don’t need to painstakingly gather and compute information like you do. They just see and decide using their transcendental perspective. Honestly, I admire your method of mimicking a transcendent’s vision, but…』

If you can’t fully utilize your abilities, what good is any of this?

Karyan continued his evaluation of Khan’s ‘brute force method’ with a stoic demeanor.

『That’s the second limit. For your see-calculate-act method, you need to be at least as quick as or quicker than your opponent. Sometimes, acting on pure instinct might be more effective. Right now, I’m restraining my power to match your level, but what opponent would fight you at your level? Moreover, you’re not fully utilizing your innate strengths while using this method.』

Of course. His brain was maxed out processing information, making it difficult to activate his skills fluidly. Activation required a mental switch—something that had to be explicitly thought of.

‘There’s room for improvement in skill activation.’

Having to mentally switch to activate skills was a cumbersome process that Khan knew he needed to overcome eventually. He even had a rough idea of how to do it, but mastering the ‘sense’ took precedence, pushing this issue to the back burner.

『Lastly, although it’s not strictly a limit of your method, it’s an environmental issue.』

“An environmental issue…?”


『Yes. In my opinion, just continuing to spar with me as you have won’t lead you any further.』

“…….”

『This isn’t about talent. It’s an issue arising because the way you’ve been trying to learn the skill is different. Think about how you’ve acquired your techniques until now in that body.』

Khan understood what Karyan was hinting at. Perhaps, deep down, he had thought the same thing.

‘It’s real combat. Situations where my life was on the line. That’s when I’ve acquired skills.’

Indomitable Will, Combat Foresight, Antares-style secret swordsmanship, and the Heavy Sword…

All high-level combat skills he had acquired during life-or-death battles.

‘Could it be that the barbarian race…’

『From what I see, your talent can only truly shine when you’re fully immersed in a fight. Not just a spar where you don’t fear death.』

“If that’s the case, fight me as if you intend to kill me.”

『No, that still won’t work. To you right now, I am something insurmountable, no matter what. Isn’t that so?』

After a brief consideration, Khan nodded.

Karyan was a God whose power rivaled the Goddess of Justice. Even the Great Warrior, his apostle, was undoubtedly one of the continent’s strongest. This was proven when the Great Warrior effortlessly blocked a strike enhanced by Surging Strength.

‘Would it change anything if I stacked skills…?’

Surging Strength, Dragon Fang.

Using both A-rank skills simultaneously?

‘No, it wouldn’t.’

The only possible option might be to replicate the sword strike that had partially obliterated Argon’s royal city alongside the Golden Dragon.

But that was impossible.

That strike required not only the divine blessing of agility for precise power control but also required being constantly healed by Aries. It was a miraculous move that couldn’t be replicated.


‘From the start, it’s a ridiculous notion.’

Asking Karyan to fight with the intent to kill? Although he had said it out of desperation, Khan wanted to kick himself for it.

To Khan, the Great Warrior wasn’t his father. Naturally, the parents who had raised him for over thirty years were on Earth, not in this world. But to the Great Warrior, ‘Gordi Khan’ was his child.

Asking the Great Warrior to fight to kill was akin to asking a father to murder his son.

‘Then, what should I…’

Khan fell into deep thought, and Karyan remained silent, perhaps hoping Khan would find the answer on his own.

Then suddenly, a thought struck Khan. Khan suddenly remembered someone who was eager to kill him, without needing to ask anyone else.

“Leniyar.”

『Leniyar? And who is that?』

“There’s a woman who’s desperate to take me down.”

『Is that so?』

Karyan raised an eyebrow with a mischievous grin, wagging his pinky finger suggestively. Khan grimaced at the God’s crude gesture. He had dealt with Karyan’s vulgar behavior several times now, but he still wasn’t used to it.

The Goddess of Justice had been the epitome of divine grace.

“What nonsense are you spouting? I’m talking about someone who actually wants to kill me.”

『Back in my day, there was a crazy woman who tried to claim me. Said she’d stuff my corpse to keep by her side for eternity. Naturally, I killed her myself. I wonder what she’s up to now.』

Rather than argue about Karyan’s insane logic of wondering about the life of someone he killed, Khan focused on confirming one thing with Karyan.

『There’s no reason it can’t be done. After all, the ‘Proof of Valor’ is about imparting the sense.』

“Then, I’ll proceed with that.”

With Karyan’s consent, there was nothing stopping him. Khan took a long, deep rest to prepare himself and immediately headed out of the sanctuary upon waking.

“Khan.”

“…Great Warrior.”

It was the Great Warrior Gordi, who had taken back control from Karyan, that stopped him. The words that followed caused Khan’s eyes to flicker.

“Return victorious!”

Before him stood not the strongest warrior of the Hoarfrost Gorge clan or a God’s apostle, but a father concerned for his child’s safety. In front of him stood Khan—though not by choice, a specter inhabiting that child’s body.

“…….”

Khan, whose tongue had always moved freely even before the gods, found himself at a loss for words. The efforts he had put into avoiding unnecessary conversation with the Great Warrior crumbled.

Struggling to find the right words, Khan hesitated, then let out a deep sigh before awkwardly responding.

“I’ll come back and pay you back for all the hits I’ve taken.”

“Haha─! That’s the spirit of a son of Hoarfrost Gorge! I’ll be waiting-!”

***

“Hmm? Who are you?”

Ashuk was in the middle of doing menial tasks as punishment for instigating a desertion attempt. Today, he was repairing the fence surrounding the sanctuary.

“A dwarf woman and… a dwarf with pointy ears?”

Two figures approached, almost looking like walking corpses due to their exhausted appearances. While Hoarfrost Gorge warriors had ventured out to the continent, the reverse was rare. The only exceptions were the companions who had come with Khan this time.

That’s why Ashuk, curious about these humans who had come to the sanctuary without any escort from the clan, stopped his repairs and approached them.

But as he closed the distance—just within the range where he could strike with a few strides—a sudden realization struck.

“Enemy──!”

Sensing a lethal aura by instinct, Ashuk grabbed his weapon from his back and charged.

And then—

“Die, you filthy short-lived race.”

Invisible blades of wind—blood splattered.
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Ashuk’s innate sense was so remarkable that even his father, Tarak, considered it exceptional. It was anticipated that once Ashuk completed the warrior’s trial, he would soon head to the sanctuary to awaken his senses through the ‘Proof of Valor’.

And that sense saved Ashuk’s life.

Swish.

Ashuk rolled on the ground, abandoning his twin axes mid-swing. Taking some distance from the mysterious intruders, he ran his fingers along his neck. His fingertips came away stained with red blood.

A deep cut marred the thick neck of the barbarian. Not a shallow cut by any means.

“You use strange techniques!”

It was as if an invisible blade had slashed at his neck. Had he not rolled with the warning his senses gave him, his head would have been separated from his body.

Despite the narrow miss, Ashuk spat out the saliva pooled in his mouth and snorted.

“That’s some good instincts.”

Leniyar smiled at his brave, almost foolishly audacious demeanor. The fact that he had dodged the unseen spirit attack and his fearless spirit in the face of death were indeed consistent with his reputation.

‘Now this is worth cutting down.’

With satisfaction, she stepped forward.

“Save your strength, sweetie.”

“…Killing just one or two of you isn’t enough!”

“You’re not going to listen to me?”

Hmph.

The elf, who had been glaring at Ashuk with a face twisted in murderous intent, froze.

No matter how hard he tried to move, his body remained immobilized. It was as if a force only visible to Leniyar, akin to the spirit magic seen only by elves, was restraining him.

A chill ran down his spine. Finally, the elf realized. The rage that monster had been suppressing was just waiting to explode.

“Fine.”


“Good boy.”

With a still-smiling face, Leniyar patted the elf on the shoulder. From the perspective of a bystander, it seemed as if the elf had backed down because Leniyar simply glared at him. But even that was enough to reveal which one held the true power.

From the start, Ashuk trusted his own senses.

“Dwarf woman. You! Are dangerous─!”

“Not sure what you’re saying, but I’ll take it as a compliment.”

Though she barely reached his chest, Ashuk sensed a palpable death emanating from the dwarf woman.

Yet, he was not afraid.

Although he hadn’t undergone the warrior’s trial, he was still a member of the Hoarfrost Gorge clan.

『You shall not─! Pass through here──!』

The war cry of the barbarian, like a force pushing away the cold air of Hoarfrost Gorge, echoed. At the same moment, Ashuk charged at Leniyar, and as she smiled and prepared to stab him with her sword,

“Explode.”

With a low voice, Leniyar’s form wavered. The event unfolded without any warning. Something had suddenly exploded in front of her, and with her quick reflexes, she leaned back to dodge, clicking her tongue in annoyance.

“Karyan─!”

In the meantime, Ashuk had closed in, swinging his axe downward. Instead of countering with her sword, Leniyar jumped back to create distance.

Her body was extraordinary by human standards, reaching the pinnacle of physical limits. In some aspects, she was more agile and flexible even than knights and paladins.

But after prolonged exposure to the harsh conditions of the snowy mountains and Hoarfrost Gorge, even her body wasn’t unscathed.

Even with the skill to cut through everything, she couldn’t disregard the force generated by the collision of blades. She could minimize it to almost negligible levels, but even slight impacts were now detrimental to her current state.

‘Minimize collisions.’

This time, Leniyar pushed off the ground first. The newly improvised swordsmanship was simple and focused on cutting cleanly and precisely. As a sword master who could cut through anything, this straightforward approach was incredibly effective.

“Expand…!”


The voice from earlier activated another spell as if to impede her. As Leniyar charged forward, an intense airflow swelled once more exactly where the previous explosion had occurred, forcing her to turn back mid-sprint to identify the spell’s nexus.

Ashuk seized this perfect opportunity.

Crunch!

Swinging his axe silently, Ashuk’s eyes widened in shock. Leniyar had severed the axe handle with her sword without turning around, using her armpit to maneuver—an extraordinary skill that was beyond mere technique.

Not giving up, Ashuk spread his arms wide, intending to grapple her with a bear hug, but another explosion erupted between them, pushing Ashuk away.

“Stay away!”

The one who had caused the explosion and separated Ashuk from Leniyar spoke in the Hoarfrost Gorge clan’s language. The witch of Loren, Ludmilla, floated a massive magic circle in mid-air.

“Anything that touches her sword gets cut!”

She knew projectile spells would be ineffective, having learned from prior experience. Ludmilla unveiled the real attack she had been preparing.

An area-of-effect spatial spell that crushed the entire vicinity—it was so intricate that very few at the Magic Tower could handle it.

“Ha. Another cunning trick, huh…?”

There was no clear way to dodge. The spell’s range covered the entire entrance to the sanctuary, and the narrow terrain of the canyon left no room for maneuver.

“Trying to buy time, are you?”

There was no option to bypass it.

“Ha. If I just cut through this spell…”

“If you can, by all means.”

Shrrr.

Behind Ludmilla’s sneer appeared Maya and the rest of the group, who began pouring out crimson mana stones from a leather pouch. In response, Ludmilla’s magic circle glowed even brighter.

“As long as the magic circle is active, I can keep casting continuously.”

“Heh, you’re really interesting.”


Leniyar chuckled at Ludmilla’s smile, which aimed to force her into choosing between waiting for the mana stones to run out or retreating.

“Do you really think if I wait until those mana stones run out, you’ll think of something? Stop your useless tricks and just…”

“What makes you think there’s no method?”

“Excuse me?”

“Why do you think there’s no method?”

Ludmilla’s confident demeanor was so persuasive that it might make someone wonder if she actually had a trick up her sleeve. But Leniyar didn’t seem bothered at all.

Why wouldn’t she be unconcerned?

“You’ve never experienced what a real swordsman is, have you? You.”

“…….”

“Fine. Before I get heavy with that idiot, how about I give you a little le—”

“No need for that.”

Swoosh──!

It was a streak of light, an unavoidable death. A stiletto dagger, thrown with the superhuman strength, flew past Leniyar and pierced a large hole through the stomach of the watching Eiwass elf behind her, then disappeared.

“Plugh…! You short-lived bastard…!”

“Damn, I was aiming for the head.”

The trajectory of the dagger had been slightly altered by the influence of Ludmilla’s magic circle. The one who threw the dagger clicked his tongue in disappointment and stepped forward.

Seeing who it was, all expression vanished from Leniyar’s face.

“So you finally came, blockheaded woman.”

“… Hehehe. Finally!”

“You don’t look in great shape. That’s a bit disappointing.”

“Disappointing…?”

Ha─!

Leniyar’s killing intent spread everywhere. Everyone felt like their necks were being sliced by an unseen blade, including the barbarian who had just arrived—Khan.

“Why do you think a swordsman is called a swordsman? As long as they can wield a single sword.”

Now she held neither the massive greatsword that matched her stature nor anything ornate.

What she wielded was a plain longsword, the kind one could find in any blacksmith’s shop.

The only notable difference was the signs of long use it bore, with a blade so dull it wasn’t even properly honed.

“A swordsman is someone who can kill anyone, with anything.”

Leniyar gripped the plain, worn sword she had used long before she became known as the Sword Demon.

Perhaps it was the sword most familiar to her hand.

“I’ll seriously cut you down. And then, I’ll chain you up and drag you to the sword graveyard.”

Leniyar’s face, as she declared this, did not hold a hint of a smile.

She wasn’t enraged; she was suppressing a fury that could explode at any moment, coldly refining it into a deadly intent. The killing intent spreading around her was indeed growing stronger.

“You barbarian consider it honorable to die in battle, don’t you? But you won’t die with honor.”

Leniyar had been pondering.

How could she give this barbarian the most agonizing death possible? What method could she use to repay him with multiple times the suffering and shame she had endured?

The conclusion she arrived at was this:

“For the rest of your life, you’ll serve me as a slave, doing all sorts of menial work until you’re of no use. That will be the worst punishment for your kind.”

But the barbarian’s reaction to her conclusion was slightly different from what she had imagined.

“Originally, I was going to be a dog, but I’d rather be a rich household’s puppy. Being a Sword Master’s disciple is no shame, is it? You’re more merciful than I thought, Sword Demon.”

“What?”

“Then, I’ll return the favor. You’ll be my slave for life, and I’ll treat you like a dog. You’re not bad with a sword, so it’s worth it.”

“You, you bastard…!”

“Come on. My future slave.”

As Khan finished speaking, the killing intent that had been spreading everywhere suddenly stopped. But it didn’t disappear; instead, it was absorbed into Leniyar’s sword.

At this unsettling sight, Khan laughed even brighter.

From the moment he faced Leniyar, wielding not a sword but a mass of killing intent, something in his mind was stirred, as if an inexplicable, otherworldly sensation was emerging.

There was no need to ponder what it was.

The significance of what Leniyar had just revealed, something she hadn’t grasped even after fighting monsters like Karyan dozens of times, would be clear once she understood.

“I’ll strip you bare, down to your very last bit.”

“I’ll ruin you-!!!”
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The fight began with Leniyar suddenly disappearing from Khan’s line of sight. An incredibly dynamic movement, seemingly impossible for a body that should have been utterly exhausted. Khan kept calm and sharpened his senses.

He quickly positioned his sword to protect his vital points.

Thunk─!

A heavy impact struck the flat of his sword, sending a sting of heat through his shoulder. Moments later, Leniyar reappeared in front of him, retrieving her sword.

“Ghost step, that’s what it’s called.”

Ignoring her leisurely explanation of the phenomenon, Khan stomped his foot forward.

Slash…!

The explosive slash, using the strength to wield a greatsword like a twig, left scars on Hoarfrost Gorge’s ground. But Leniyar had already disappeared from sight again, and Khan turned, guided by Combat Foresight, swinging Draupnir upwards.

And there she was, crawling low on the ground, locking eyes with him.

Swish.

From her low stance, Leniyar slashed Khan’s ankle using a reverse grip and nimbly somersaulted away.

“How about that, feeling the heat?”

Showing no expression as she asked, despite having successfully landed two attacks, Khan stomped down hard on his injured foot.

A searing pain shot up his spine from the wounded ankle, but his momentum did not waver.

Boom─!

The distance that once seemed insurmountably vast closed in an instant.

His movements flowed seamlessly from the charge to the attack. Even for a superhuman, reacting to such speed was challenging, and Leniyar’s reactions surpassed expectations.

Her thrust, launched from a stationary position, split into three paths, writhing like a serpent, each targeting his forehead, neck, and heart. A serpentine sword strike that overcame the limitations of a physical blade, Khan countered by bringing his sword down to meet it.

Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!

He nullified all three strikes with a single slash, a testament to his ability to predict each trajectory. But the momentum of his charge was completely halted.


This time, a deep cut appeared on the back of his sword hand. Of course, Leniyar had long since disappeared from that spot.

It was that ghost step technique again. With wounds on his shoulder, ankle, and hand, Khan glanced back with a low, steady gaze.

“What’s the matter? You trusted that odd sword, but it didn’t go as you planned?”

Spinning the worn longsword in her grip, Leniyar’s face held a sadistic smile.

“Idiot. If that kind of equipment could handle a swordsman, they would’ve been devoured by knights or mages long ago.”

“…….”

“A half-baked swordsman might be that easy, but…”

“Your tongue’s grown pretty long. Getting nervous, are we? Blockhead.”

Creack– Leniyar’s smile cracked slightly.

Khan’s words had hit right at the mark. For a swordsman of Leniyar’s caliber, allowing three attacks to land usually meant death or the loss of a limb.

But Khan, despite losing chunks of flesh, hadn’t lost a limb. This wasn’t due to any mercy from Leniyar, but because Khan had minimized the damage himself.

His body had already been through hell for over ten days. To face everything behind that barbarian, he needed to end the fight quickly. He believed it would be possible.

Until a moment ago.

“You bastard─!”

Infuriated by having her impatience laid bare, Leniyar screamed and executed her ghost step. Disappearing from sight, this technique was particularly effective against superhumans with exceptionally sharp senses.

Once again, she closed the distance without resistance.

Slash…

“What-!”

The air-rending sword attack barely missed her by a breath. Had she not stopped in her tracks, that greatsword would have crushed her from crown to heel, sending a chill down her spine.

‘He read my move…?!’


A preemptively executed slash like this was impossible without predicting her path from the start.

Coincidence?

No, it had to be!

Leniyar, eyes filled with malevolent intent, sought to flank Khan with another ghost step.

Whoosh─!

But the waiting sword strike grazed over her head, making it undeniable that it wasn’t a fluke. Although the attack didn’t connect, the shock of having her ghost step predicted was far greater.

But the innate resolve of a swordsman snapped her out of her daze, urging her to focus on the fight.

Ghost step was blocked? So what. Ultimately, the true weapon of a swordsman was always the sword they held. Everything else was secondary.

Leniyar pushed forward with her left foot. The fear of her injured ankle breaking from the earlier fall and the treacherous terrain of Hoarfrost Gorge was nonexistent. All that mattered was defeating the man in front of her.

A silent thrust that seemed to cut through space and air itself struck into Khan’s side. It was a wound so severe that an ordinary person would writhe in agony and soon bleed to death. But the opponent was a warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge.

Without even a wince, Khan threw a punch into the air with an indifferent expression.

‘A mistake? Whatever it is, it’s an opportunity.’

Preparing to widen the distance for a counterattack, Leniyar switched to a reverse grip, intending to slice Khan’s wrist. That’s when it happened.

Thud.

The delayed pressure wave struck Leniyar’s face. The impact felt as if her skull were being split apart, numbing her senses. The world spun, and she could no longer taste the blood in her mouth.

Even in such a state, the sensation of the sword in her hand remained vivid, prompting Leniyar to close her eyes completely.

“Grrr.”

Each breath she took was accompanied by searing pain shooting through her entire body, as the cold that had invaded her lungs spread its torment.

Her ankle throbbed to the point of numbness, and her body, strained for over ten days, felt as though the weight of Hoarfrost Gorge was pressing down with immense force.

From the start.


She had not been in any condition to fight.

She had only been able to continue the battle because of her body, trained to the extreme limits of human capability, and her will, honed to a razor’s edge. Even in that state, she had relentlessly pressured Khan and managed to land a critical hit.

But now, it seemed she had reached her limit. Leniyar’s body wavered as if it would collapse any second. And amid that, Khan’s voice rang unusually clear in her ears.

“Is this it? Blockhead.”

“You. Bast─!”

Imbecile─!

With her vision suddenly clearing in a furious outburst, Leniyar felt her rage momentarily restore her body to a semblance of normalcy. But she paid no mind to such things.

She focused all her remaining energy on the current battle.

Slash!

In a near-instinctive flurry, her blade slashed Khan repeatedly. This wasn’t the improvised swordsmanship she had devised to face Khan; this was the Volatus style, ingrained deeply in her muscle memory, erupting like a reflex.

The sight of dozens of slashes in a single breath created the illusion of a storm of blades.

And.

Even as Khan faced this whirlwind, accelerated by the “Brooch of the Wind Spirit”, he took a step forward.

The Volatus style, a monstrous swordsmanship that the game system had rated as A-rank due to Valken Leichtahp’s refinements of ancient techniques, was now wielded by Leniyar, whose talent even surpassed that of Leichtahp’s. She had taken it beyond S-rank, reaching a level of mastery.

Proving this in the face of death, Leniyar grew stronger. Not a shonen manga protagonist—Khan joked to himself as his gaze deepened.

‘Her killing intent shrouds her entire body.’

Though killing intent wasn’t something one could see, Khan felt as if he truly could. The deadly aura previously condensed into her sword now seemed to envelop Leniyar entirely.

In Khan’s eyes, Leniyar appeared like a mass of red, vaguely human-shaped, overlapping with the image of a woman with red hair.

‘This isn’t some kind of illusion.’

The vivid sense that had made itself known from the moment he faced Leniyar revealed her as a mass of crimson. As her form emitted threads of red, they perfectly aligned with the trajectory of her sword strikes.

‘I can see it.’

He could see where and how the strikes would land, as if Leniyar’s intended attack paths were mapped out clearly before him. This wasn’t future foresight but rather the manifestation of Leniyar’s envisioned swordplay.

‘This is some crazy cheat.’

Reflecting on how his every attack against the Great Warrior and Warrior God Karyan had been thwarted, Khan realized why.

Quietly musing to himself, Khan stepped into the storm of strikes, his sword slicing through what seemed like an impossible web of red threads.

Clang───!

Leniyar’s sword shattered into fragments upon contact with Khan’s light thrust. A swordsman’s weapon, whether a wooden sword, a crude creation from an amateur blacksmith, or a masterpiece from an ancient artisan, becomes an absolute divine sword in their hands.

Swordsmen from the most traditional sects of the Empire, like Sword Mountain (劍山), view their long-used swords as extensions of themselves. Naturally, Leniyar, the disciple of the Sword Master Valken Leichtahp, had been instilled with this belief from a young age, and she believed it to be true.

The destruction of that sword, leaving not even a trace, signified something profound.

“You’ve lost, blockhead.”

‘Ah. To end up dying here…’

She didn’t want to die. With that last thought, Leniyar’s vision went dark.

***

『Act 3, Proof of Valor』 – Cleared!

─Clearing Reward: Insight (A)

─Due to the Ancient Bloodline effect, insight (A) is upgraded. Acquired Karyan’s Eye (S).

『Karyan’s Eye (S) – 01%』

─Granted only to those with the Ancient Bloodline (B).

─The sense that Warrior God Karyan possessed even as a mortal. It was said that in his presence, no being could hide its intentions, and ultimately, he could even pierce through the will of the world itself.
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‘My sword.’

As soon as Leniyar regained consciousness, she instinctively searched for her sword and was hit by both a sense of emptiness and memories of the moment before she lost consciousness.

In front of the barbarian who destroyed her Volatus-style ultimate move with inexplicable skill, she saw her cherished sword, her partner, disappear without a trace.

‘But why am I still alive?’

That was her next thought.

Logically, she should be grateful for being alive. Some might think so. But Leniyar knew firsthand that the world wasn’t so kind. She had learned that from the gutters of a slum where people weren’t treated as human beings.

‘There’s no reason to keep me alive.’

After all, she had picked a fight unilaterally, followed him to Hoarfrost Gorge for revenge, and attacked the barbarian’s sanctuary. Leniyar shook her head.

There would be consequences if she were left alive. Why would they spare her?

Yet.

For some reason, the barbarian hadn’t killed her. On top of that, her body seemed to have healed while she was unconscious, suggesting someone had treated her wounds.

‘Why?’

No matter how much she thought about it, the answer eluded her. Leniyar decided to try moving her body.

Sssss-

As she slowly raised her upper body, something draped over her fell to the ground. It was a fur robe, seemingly made from the pelt of a massive wolf with ashen gray fur.

‘This… belongs to that bastard.’

Why was the fur robe worn by the damned barbarian, who had haunted her thoughts for days, now covering her? Leniyar absentmindedly reached for the fur.

“Warm…?”

Startled by the warmth that spread from her fingertips like a burn, Leniyar withdrew her hand and muttered in disbelief.

Then she realized that the biting cold of Hoarfrost Gorge, which had been tormenting her until now, was hardly noticeable. The tent looked ordinary, but it was incredibly warm.


“You sure sleep a long time.”

“……!”

‘That voice!’

Reacting almost reflexively, Leniyar jumped off the bed and assumed the Volatus sword stance. Naturally, she grasped at nothing. The owner of the voice who had suddenly intruded was the one who had shattered her sword.

“You bastard!”

“Had a good rest? Slave No. 1.”

“Slave? What kind of…”

Her habitual cursing trailed off as memories resurfaced in Leniyar’s mind, forcing her to bite her tongue.

‘You barbarian consider it honorable to die in battle, don’t you? But you won’t die with honor. You’ll serve as my slave, doing all sorts of menial work, and once you’re useless, I’ll discard you. That will be the worst punishment for your kind.’

‘If I win, I’ll keep you as a slave for life and treat you like a dog. You might have a thick head, but your sword skills are decent.’

The threats exchanged just before their fight echoed in her mind. And it was Leniyar herself who had initiated those words.

“…….”

“Judging by your silence, it seems you’ve remembered. Slave No. 1.”

“You crazy bastard! Who do you think you’re calling a slave?!”

“Who else but the esteemed disciple of the Sword Master, next in line for the title of the Empire’s best swordsman, the Sword Demon…”

“Shut up!”

Leniyar’s face turned crimson with rage as she screamed to shut him up. Even she had realized the state she was in.

Storming in arrogantly, declaring she’d wipe them all out despite her exhaustion, only to end up losing her sword, fainting pathetically, and barely clinging to life.

Honestly, now she even wondered why she had chased this barbarian so tenaciously.

‘No, to begin with…’


“Are you sane?”

“Of course I am.”

“Bullshit!”

This mad barbarian genuinely intended to make her, the disciple of the Sword Master and a superhuman of the Empire, his slave. Leniyar now understood that he was dead serious. That was why he had spared her.

“Do you really think I’ll become your slave and obey you?”

“Which is why I kept you alive. We agreed, didn’t we? The loser becomes the other’s slave.”

“That’s not how it was! You con artist…!”

It was a matter of interpretation. Initially, it was Leniyar who had declared she would enslave him if she won, and Khan had merely echoed those words.

‘Agreeing that the loser becomes the winner’s slave’ was an entirely different matter. Leniyar glared at Khan, trying to clarify this point, but Khan, still facing the wall, nonchalantly snorted in response.

“You should have won then if you don’t like it.”

“You bastard─!”

Leniyar momentarily lost her temper and reached for her sword, only to find emptiness in her grasp, which sobered her up. The absence of her ever-present sword seemed to taunt her, reminding her she was indeed the loser.

“…Hoo. Let’s be honest. Do you really think you can trust me to act like your slave on the surface, without plotting against you for real?”

“Are you saying you’d betray me?”

“Obviously! You’re weaker than me. Sure, I lost this time, but that’s because the environment of Hoarfrost Gorge and my circumstances were unusually disadvantageous.”

“Well, that I recognize.”

Leniyar’s eyebrow twitched at how readily Khan admitted it. She mentally acknowledged relief at the fact he was still facing the wall as she continued.

“And yet, you’re keeping me as a slave? With the risk that I might slit your throat at any time? What if I decide to attack you from behind?”

“Well. In my opinion, that won’t happen.”

“That’s exactly it! Where do you get off with such confidence…!”


“If you really intended to do that, you wouldn’t be arguing about it. You would have attacked my back from the start.”

“That…”

Trailing off, searching for a counterargument, Leniyar eventually closed her mouth. She had been questioning it herself too.

Given her usual temperament, seeing Khan’s back would have been enough to make her rage and attack. Actually, that should have been the more accurate reaction.

‘Why?’

The question she first asked herself, “Why did Khan spare me?” now had deeper implications. How could she act like such an irreconcilable enemy and yet feel no murderous intent now?

It was baffling.

“Regardless, from now on, you’re Slave No. 1.”

Lost in her deep thoughts, Leniyar abruptly focused again when she sensed Khan stand up.

“If you don’t like it, you can challenge me again. Or if you prefer, you can swallow your pride and run away… though I do wonder how far you’d get on your own.”

“…….”

“If you want to keep any semblance of self-respect, just accept it, blockhead.”

With those final words, Khan lifted the tent flap and hesitated before adding.

“The clothes my servant used to wear are next to you. They might not fit perfectly, but they’ll do. The folks here in Hoarfrost Gorge are bigger, so their clothes won’t fit you. Return the fur robe if you’re going to run. Leave it where it is.”

With no further hesitation, Khan disappeared outside the tent. Watching his retreating figure blankly, Leniyar muttered.

“You bastard. I’m not a blockhead…”

Then it struck her why Khan had been facing the wall.

During the battle, her clothes had been torn to shreds, leaving her almost completely exposed. The barbarian had covered her with his fur robe like a blanket and then faced away….

‘No way.’

The thought that he had kept watch because nobody else could stop her rampage, but at the same time, he couldn’t just ogle a sleeping woman, so he had faced the wall instead—this realization made Leniyar’s skin crawl.

‘That brute who looks like an orc, doing something even those pretentious imperial nobles wouldn’t…’

No, the nobles were actually worse. They hid behind a facade of sophistication while being deceitful and disgusting on the inside.

They would prey on filthy orphans from the slums if it suited them. Yet, this barbarian, known for flouting civilized laws and being ruthlessly savage, showed a surprising amount of consideration?

“What kind of person are you….”

***

‘Damn, I almost had a heart attack.’

The moment Khan stepped out of the tent with a confident stride and felt those eyes on his back disappear, he exhaled in relief.

He knew in his heart it was a safe gamble, but feeling nervous was inevitable when there was any risk involved, especially when his life was the stake.

‘Looks like it worked, more or less.’

The fact that Leniyar, proud as she was, hadn’t attacked him again despite the humiliating remarks of calling her “blockheaded” and “Slave No. 1” was proof of that.

But Khan had no intention of truly treating her like a slave. Who knows when she might decide to stab him in the back? It was better to utilize her skills without pushing her too far.

‘Someone like the Sword Demon Leniyar would be invaluable insurance for later.’

This was crucial since his next destination would likely be the Empire once the matters at Hoarfrost Gorge concluded.

As details about the Sorceress Mortalia emerged, it seemed the main quest would soon need serious consideration. Some level of preliminary intervention was necessary to preempt future complications.

In that context, Leniyar’s value was undeniable.

‘Her abilities are formidable, but the influence of her backer, swordmaster Valken Leichtahp, cannot be underestimated.’

He hadn’t spared her on a whim. Keeping her alive posed the risk that she’d grow even stronger and become impossible to eliminate, but the benefits of having her as an ally far outweighed the risks.

Moreover, in ‘Midland Quest’, the named NPC Sword Demon Leniyar was meant to be a supportive ally. Despite her high self-esteem and independent streak, she wasn’t inherently evil.

And towards the end, the sight of her killing intent engulfing her entire body was certainly…

‘I’ll have to confirm that later.’

For now, it was best to give Leniyar some time to gather her thoughts. Since there had been no sign of the red aura on her recently, he could relax for the moment.

With Leniyar’s recruitment more or less handled, ‘Time to finish what I’ve postponed.’

Warrior God Karyan awaited him in the depths of the sanctuary. The God promised to reveal all the truths he could share.

TL’s Corner:

Khan’s Harem:

Tilly

Ludmilla

Leyinar

I’m not really into harem though.

-_-

Also, leyinar has 2 nicknames:

검귀 – Sword Demon

칼귀신 – Sword Ghost

귀신 – Ghost

which is also used for her move Ghost Step(귀신 걸음)
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 190

				
“Hmm.”

Khan felt like it had been a while since he had returned to the sanctuary as he “opened” his eyes.

The S-rank skill, Karyan’s Eye.

In the world of Midland Quest, a skill bearing a God’s name is like a guarantee of exceptional performance, and this skill’s effect is the ability to see the “will” of the target. Based on Khan’s observations, this target isn’t limited to humans.

‘The proof lies right here.’

As he looked around the world through Karyan’s Eye, Khan noticed a palm-sized figure floating around him.

The green luminous being, shaped like a tiny fairy, was the wind spirit residing in the “Brooch of the Wind Spirit”.

“……?”

It seemed surprised that Khan could see it.

The wind spirit opened its mouth as if to say something but only mimed its speech while pointing at itself. Although Khan couldn’t hear a sound, he laughed at its gestures and lightly flicked his finger in its direction.

“……!”

The wind spirit flinched back at the harmless motion, only to realize it was unharmed. It then retaliated by stomping on Khan’s forehead with no real impact.

“I’ll let you out again later.”

Ignoring the spirit’s gentle stomps, Khan, murmuring to himself, stuffed the brooch and other magical items into one of Aecharis’s pouch.

‘I didn’t expect to be able to see spirits too.’

Indeed.

Being able to see spirits, normally invisible to anyone but elves, was entirely due to the effect of “Karyan’s Eye.”

While this skill was activated, it allowed Khan to visualize something indescribable—thoughts, intentions, and will—into a comprehensible visual form.

And the effectiveness of the eye wasn’t limited to humans; as long as the entity possessed intelligence or a sense of self, it was subject to this skill.

Furthermore, Khan had discerned three facts through experimentation.


Firstly, the interpretation of intent varies based on body parts and color.

The visualization at the center of the target’s chest indicates their current emotions. Through the forehead and eyes, Khan could perceive the intent they harbored towards him, with the intent’s nature varying by color.

For example, the red hue that colored Leniyar’s sword and body could be interpreted as anger or murderous intent. Meanwhile, the green that formed the wind spirit was likely indicative of goodwill or affection.

Secondly, even if the target couldn’t be seen with normal vision, their intent can be seen.

This means that even if a target is hidden in deep darkness, behind invisibility spells, or cloaking curses that obscure vision, as long as they are within the ‘eye’s’ range, their intent will be visible.

Going forward, assassins lurking in the shadows or mages hiding while preparing a surprise attack could be detected in advance through their intentions.

The third and final point is that the “scenery” viewed through these “eyes” varies from person to person. Although Khan had only Tarak as a point of comparison, the difference was evident.

Tarak, who had already awakened his senses through the Proof of Valor, said he couldn’t distinguish someone else’s emotions by color.

‘Whether it’s because the skill Tarak obtained is the A-rank Insight or due to individual differences… I’ll have to hear directly from the owner of this skill.’

With this thought, Khan directed his attention to the sanctuary…

Inspecting the entrance to the demonic realm with “Karyan’s Eye”, he stepped inside.

Wooowoooong.

By now, Khan was quite accustomed to the sensation of dimensional travel, and he quickly regained his normal senses, gazing up at the void. Even with Karyan’s Eye, he couldn’t see any colors.

‘As expected, there’s nothing visible here. Perhaps it’s a matter of mastering the skill better.’

Inspired by the phrase, “saw the will of the world” in the skill description, Khan had attempted to perceive any emotional hue in the void, but to no avail.

“You’ve gained the eyes!”

“So it appears.”

“Ha ha! As my son, this is only natural! Still, let’s test them out─!”

The man, who could easily be mistaken for a giant’s descendant rather than a barbarian, was the Great Warrior Gordi. His form distorted in place. Despite moving with an incredible speed that seemed incongruous with his size, Khan remained unperturbed.

Bang!


He simply waited for the Great Warrior’s fist to reach him and then took a step back. He moved just beyond the range outlined by the lines of intent.

The Great Warrior’s fist stopped right in front of his face. While the force displaced the air enough to sting his eyes slightly, Khan successfully reacted to what would have been an unstoppable blow with minimal movement.

“Hmm…? Your adaptation is faster than I expected! To use it this accurately from the start! Both I and Tarak took years to get used to these senses!”

The admiration in the Great Warrior’s large eyes was genuine, not just the biased praise of a father for his son.

‘They probably started with the A-rank Insight. I don’t know about now, though.’

In contrast, Khan had a racial bonus courtesy of the game system, which upgraded the skill by one tier, granting him Karyan’s Eye at S-rank right from the start.

The difference between the Great Warrior, Tarak, and Khan stemmed from this. Furthermore, the ability to control the skill via the game system also played a role.

“So, can you see these colors too? For me, emotions are revealed in colors. But Uncle Tarak said he doesn’t see that.”

“Colors? Hmm… No, I don’t see anything of the sort!”

Khan narrowed down the possibilities through the Great Warrior’s response. It seemed that A-rank Insight didn’t provide the ability to see emotional colors. The A-rank Insight is likely focused purely on combat applications.

“Well, just one piece of advice! Don’t believe these eyes are absolute!”

“Are there beings immune to it?”

“You’ll understand better by seeing it for yourself. Now, watch!”

Just then, the Great Warrior’s green intent expanded from lines to a plane, growing larger and larger. The size grew until it enveloped not just the Great Warrior but threatened to fill the entire sanctuary.

This was happening only within the conscious realm observed with “Karyan’s Eye,” but it sent shivers down Khan’s spine.

“This is…!”

“A transcendent’s will possesses real power! But even at a lower level, it’s still possible to wield it! For someone like me, it’s certainly achievable!”

The Great Warrior’s intent, now a massive hemisphere, covered the sanctuary, becoming so huge that it was hard to take in all at once. Only then did Khan begin to grasp the true monstrous power of the Great Warrior.

Not as an apostle of a God, but as a warrior who had achieved an unrivaled level of strength. It was perplexing why such a monster was tucked away in a remote place like Hoarfrost Gorge, seemingly wasting his time.

“In such a state, seeing and exploiting weaknesses or dodging isn’t possible!”


“It appears the fight wouldn’t even be feasible to begin with…”

“The strength of one’s power and the vastness of one’s consciousness might not align! Always train yourself to fight even without relying on these eyes!”

Even if the words didn’t immediately resonate, Khan understood what the Great Warrior was trying to demonstrate.

‘Don’t become overconfident.’

Khan realized that becoming too dependent on these eyes, which revealed the opponent’s intent, would eventually lead to a moment when he couldn’t fight effectively. This was the Great Warrior’s warning.

Khan expressed his gratitude sincerely, and the Great Warrior laughed heartily, giving him several hearty slaps on the back.

‘Damn, if this were a game, my HP would have taken a hit….’

Khan left the Great Warrior behind.

“When you go inside, Karyan will be waiting for you!”

Perhaps Karyan was allowing father and son to spend time together separately, as he hadn’t possessed the Great Warrior in this instance. If that were the case, Khan would have called it unnecessary consideration, but it didn’t seem to be the case.

‘… What is this?’

As Khan moved deeper into the sanctuary, something hummed in his mind. It was a sensation both familiar and inexplicably strange. Different from the malicious thoughts used by vengeful spirits.

『Come inside, young warrior.』

Before Khan could delve deeper into the peculiar sensation, the voice of Warrior God Karyan echoed, and his vision momentarily blurred.

Wooowoooong.

Once again, Khan felt the sensation of dimensional travel.

“This is the first time you’re seeing me like this, isn’t it?”

The non-echoing voice, characteristic of a transcendent, reached his ears. And as soon as Khan escaped the aftermath of dimensional travel, he turned to the direction of the voice and, astonished, opened his mouth.

“That appearance….”

There stood an ordinary human. No, calling him ordinary would be a misstatement.

“Are you… Karyan…?”

“Of course, it’s me. Who else would it be?”

“But your appearance… you’re not a barbarian?”

Standing there was an extremely handsome man.

With jet-black hair and confident, gray eyes that glimmered like ash, this man’s fair, unblemished skin and refined features resembled those of an imperial nobleman. A well-defined, masculine figure.

Unbelievably, the man with the identical voice of Warrior God Karyan burst into a hearty laugh.

“Surprised, are you? Well, my descendants didn’t inherit this magnificent appearance, unfortunately. Didn’t I tell you? Back in the day, I was quite the looker.”

Even his casual, cheeky tone was unmistakably Karyan’s. Yet, Khan struggled to accept him as Karyan, knowing him as a barbarian warrior.

No wonder.

‘Damn it, how did that pristine face devolve into looking like a gray orc!’

This was more of a devolution than an evolution. From the viewpoint of wild animals, growing larger and stronger might be seen as evolutionary adaptations for survival, but from a human perspective, it was nothing short of devolution.

It’s no wonder gamers often jest about looks determining performance.

Giving it some leeway. If one considers that a rugged appearance is the default for a barbarian warrior, it might just be accepted as such. However, if the ancestor of the clan, Karyan, looked like this, it was puzzling.

Yet, the shocking news didn’t end there.

“Of course, it’s only natural. The distinction of ‘barbarian’ was created by the modern humans of the continent. Originally, calling the descendants of an ancient imperial crown prince ‘barbarian’ doesn’t make any sense, does it?”
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“A prince…?”

“That’s right. It shouldn’t come as a surprise. Isn’t it more unusual for someone born a mortal to ascend to a divine status from an ordinary lineage?”

“Most people wouldn’t brag about it themselves.”

“What’s shameful about stating a fact? A warrior’s honor is proven by their deeds. Whether it’s through might or accomplishments, excessive modesty isn’t good. Remember this if you truly are my descendant.”

Khan nodded reluctantly, his face reflecting his mixed feelings. The advice didn’t resonate deeply, but the revelation that Karyan was once a prince was shocking.

“My past is a long story. Let’s not delve into it now. What you want to ask after enduring the ‘Proof of Valor’ isn’t about my history, right? No need to waste your questions.”

Khan nodded once more.

“You mentioned a sorceress designed this sanctuary.”

“Yes, it was a sort of transaction. She wanted me and my descendants to protect this sanctuary. I, too, wished to prevent this cursed chaos from wreaking further havoc. You could say it was a deal born from mutual interest. Ah, but to talk about the sorceress, I must first explain about this sanctuary.”

Follow me.

It was astonishing enough that another dimension existed within the demonic realm, but following Karyan deeper inside revealed an even more astonishing sight to Khan.

“What is this place…?”

Following Karyan, Khan found himself standing before a cliff. Karyan jumped down, and after peeking over the edge, Khan followed suit.

The ground below was remarkably solid. Its material was unknown, but even with all his strength, Khan couldn’t leave a scratch upon it. Moreover, the terrain was full of steep slopes, requiring him to climb hill after hill.

“───.”

For a while, they walked upon the mysterious, reddish-brown land. As mental waves reverberated in his head, Khan kept an eye on Karyan, who seemed unaffected.

‘Am I imagining things? No, that’s not right….’

It felt absurd to think he alone could hear something that even divine senses couldn’t detect. It was possible Karyan was merely accustomed to it, hence showing no reaction.

“Just a bit further…. Why that face? You look like a dog caught in the act.”

“…What are you talking about? If we’re almost there, care to explain? What is this place?”


“Hmm…. Well, since you will see it soon anyway, I guess there’s no harm in telling you.”

Karyan squinted, scrutinizing Khan with his ‘eyes’, before letting out a chuckle and offering an explanation.

“This sanctuary, which you know by that name, and this separate space within it were designed and built to seal away a certain entity.”

“A certain entity…”

“What kind of being requires sealing within an entire subdimension, and why would someone like me spend ages guarding it? The clues and answers lie in what you’ve seen so far.”

Khan and Karyan were walking along a particularly steep path. As they approached the inner sanctum, Karyan suddenly stopped, prompting Khan to do the same and observe his surroundings.

Nothing seemed particularly unusual. Everywhere he looked, the same reddish-brown earth stretched out.

But Karyan wouldn’t utter nonsense. In a world where the path to transcendence for mortals had been blocked, a unique entity who had ascended to godhood from a mortal form wouldn’t speak lightly on such crucial matters.

Most importantly, Figuring it out based on what he had seen so far was not overly difficult.

“The Void. This place seals something that came from the Void, doesn’t it?”

“Correct. Specifically, this land we’re standing on is its corpse.”

“……!”

Khan looked around in shock. This land, larger than most islands, was the corpse of a living being?

“No, calling it a corpse might be misleading. Its powers remain, continuing to exert influence. To be honest, I’m not sure if ‘death’ is a concept that even applies to these beings.”

Karyan’s tone was remarkably calm, but Khan could sense the turmoil beneath.

‘Something must have happened.’

“…So you sealed it here? To prevent its power from affecting the world?”

“Correct. But there was a problem. Killing this brute was one thing, but annihilating it was impossible. Even in death, it regenerated. Every time its tendrils rampaged, I couldn’t leave its side. That ordeal lasted fifty years. I, who was once an imperial crown prince, became an ancient relic within the royal family.”

A span of time incomprehensible to Khan, who had lived for nearly forty years.

“I ordered the Empire to find a way to exterminate this monster. But it wasn’t easy when 80% of our national power was being squandered on wars with dragons, giants, and demons. Any competent mages were preoccupied on the battlefield. That’s when they approached us—the Council of Truth.”


‘The Council of Truth!’

Khan’s eyes lit up.

That notorious group, capable of capturing live dragons for experimentation, had finally been mentioned. They might be connected to the mage as well.

“Those lunatic mages who had taken over a dragon’s domain as their stronghold came to me with an offer. They wanted me to hand over the corpse. It was practically a threat. Insane bastards.”

“So, what did you do?”

“Of course, I tried to kill them. Or rather, I failed to kill them. I couldn’t leave this monster’s side, could I? And those maniacs… when they gather, they can hunt transcendent beings like dragons, giants, and demons. They’re not easily dealt with.”

Khan was momentarily stunned, unable to fully grasp the enormity of the situation. Great mages capable of hunting dragons, giants, and even demons when they banded together. And Karyan dismissing them as mere nuisances.

“How powerful were those mages?”

“Well, it’s hard to explain in a way you’d understand. Ah, I remember they once managed to capture and bind a dragon in the Imperial Capital, thinking it was harmless. Think of it like that. There aren’t many comparisons you’d understand. These days, people don’t know much about the strength of high demons, ancient dragons, or giant chieftains.”

‘This is insane….’

Who on the continent knows the true strength of those beings better than Khan?

That’s what made this even more shocking. Karyan’s statements implied he had fought those legendary creatures. And since he survived and became a God, it meant he at least drew, if not won. Karyan could have bested them.

‘What kind of man is he, really?’

At first, it seemed like boasting. But then again, for a mortal to become a God in a world where the path to transcendence was blocked, perhaps this level of power was a necessity.

“To return to the story… after driving away the Council of Truth, another mage came to me. At first glance, it was clear he was their leader. I started by throwing punches. We fought for over two days without a clear winner, so I decided to hear them out.”

“That was… the sorceress, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. The Sorceress Mortalia. That was the start of our long relationship.”

Karyan’s eyes softened with nostalgia as he looked down.

“She claimed to be distinctly different from the Council of Truth. Even if they had cooperated briefly, they had parted ways. I thought she was lying at first, but I soon realized it was true. By then, she had already risen halfway to the realm of gods. She had no reason to associate with those still struggling to reach transcendence.”

“Transcendence… wasn’t it impossible?”


“It wasn’t. If it were truly impossible, I wouldn’t have become a God. But you’ll understand better as I explain more. Let’s get back to the point…”

Karyan paused, collecting his thoughts.

“This sanctuary and the other spaces within it were all designed to seal away this entity. The materials and spells used were beyond current comprehension.”

Khan nodded, urging Karyan to continue.

“The materials came from the heart of the last ancient dragon. Spells woven by the sorceress herself, enhanced by her unique understanding of the arcane.”

Khan’s eyes widened in realization, the puzzle pieces falling into place.

“And the entity?”

Karyan’s expression grew serious.

“An ancient horror, a being the Void spat out. A fragment of pure chaos. Even in death, its power lingers. It can’t fully die and constantly regenerates, spreading its influence like a plague.”

Karyan pointed to the ground.

“Which is why this land is red. It’s soaked in the corrupted essence of that entity, and we’ve been fighting to keep it sealed ever since.”

Tap tap.

Karyan tapped the ground lightly with his foot.

“Her proposal was simple. She would create a seal to ensure that the monster’s power couldn’t spread any further. While she couldn’t do anything about the already corrupted land, she could prevent the entire continent from being engulfed. I asked her what she wanted in return for her bold claims. She replied simply: she wanted me to become a God.”

“That sounded like nonsense to me. Become a God? Could anyone just decide to become a God so easily? What about the divine idiots who had been flaunting their status? With such skepticism, I asked her if it was even possible, and she said it was. She explained that my power was already on par with the gods, and I just needed to meet certain conditions.”

“So, what were those conditions for becoming a God?”

“Well, listen. The conditions she mentioned weren’t easy to accept.”

According to Karyan, The sorceress said that for Karyan to seal the void-born monster, he needed to become a God. To do so, he had to make this corrupted land his divine sanctuary.

But there was one more crucial requirement.

“For a mortal to shed their mortal limits and reach transcendence to become a God, they had to escape the world’s laws. And the simplest way to do that was to embrace Chaos.”

“……!”

Khan’s eyes widened in shock. Karyan continued in a detached tone, as if narrating someone else’s story.

“The idea of embracing Chaos to become like those beings from the void was daunting. But the sorceress that it was possible by controlling Chaos herself. I instinctively knew I could do it too. The result is clear.”

There was no need to say it.

“As you can see, it worked. I became a God and earned the name Warrior God. However, I was not part of the divine realm. My sanctuary was this corrupted land, and leaving it would risk the void monster breaking free.”

“If controlling Chaos is the key to transcendence, then what exactly is the void? It is said that the void surrounds this world, blocking the path to transcendence. Yet, for transcendence, one must embrace the power from the void…”

“It’s a paradox. But isn’t it odd that you’re asking about it, young warrior?”

“What…?!”

Karyan—the Warrior God—turned his back, fixing his transcendent gaze on Khan.

“The mage’s true demand was this: to impose a trial on my descendants while offering equivalent rewards. And if any among them could stimulate Chaos, to reveal all attainable truths on this void soil. And now, I can finally fulfill that demand. You, child from beyond the void.”
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“…This is driving me crazy.”

More than a few days had passed since Leniyar had fully recovered. Considering the harsh environment of Hoarfrost Gorge, these weren’t the kind of injuries that should have healed in just a day or two.

However, the body of a swordsman, trained to the extreme, healed at a pace far beyond that of an ordinary person. Moreover, the private tent Khan had arranged for her provided a comfort that was hard to believe existed in Hoarfrost Gorge.

So, everything seemed well.

In Hoarfrost Gorge, there was no one who could match her strength, making escape easy if she wanted. Escaping wouldn’t be an issue; in fact, if she put her mind to it, she could accomplish much more than just escaping…

“Then why am I just sitting here…?”

Despite knowing this, Leniyar quietly remained confined in the tent. It wasn’t because she was without a sword. She could easily overpower anyone to get hold of any weapon and fight at full strength.

It wasn’t because she feared traversing Hoarfrost Gorge and the snow-capped mountains alone. Although she had relied on spirit magic for convenience, Leniyar was confident she could navigate the way back alone.

‘It’s just… I don’t have the will for it…’

It felt as if the core of her motivation had burned out, leaving her with no spark of determination. This peculiar sense of lethargy drained all her enthusiasm. Leniyar, for the first time in a long while, had stopped training with her sword. Even during her drugged haze at Paradise Bank, she had never ceased her training.

“Is anyone there?”

Just as Leniyar was pondering over her sudden lack of drive, the now familiar voice called from outside the tent. She allowed her visitor to enter.

“Ahem. Excuse me, coming in.”

From the entrance of the tent, Alejandro, the long-armed, bald man, cautiously peeked inside with his eyes slightly squinted. Leniyar, knowing why he was doing this, teased him.

“You look like a criminal, yet you’re such a prude? I’ve never even said anything.”

“It’s not because I’m embarrassed! I’m worried you’ll stab me later!”

“You’re cuter than you look. If you don’t like it, tell that bastard to get me some clothes that fit. These are too uncomfortable to wear.”

Leniyar scowled as she tugged at the tight-fitting clothes.

Due to her height and well-toned muscles, even compared to many men, the women’s garments were too small and uncomfortable. Maya, the original owner, boasted a robust frame amongst women in Midland, yet even her clothes were insufficient for Leniyar.

“Or you could give me yours. They seem like they might fit.”


“…I’ll bring some later.”

“Do that. So, why are you here now?”

“This time, I’m here on an errand for our witch. She needs verification of something and has requested your presence at the lord’s quarters.”

“Why can’t that pretty little thing come here herself?”

Alejandro gulped and put on as pitiful a face as he could manage.

“Please, have mercy. If you and the witch start clashing, it’s my back that’ll suffer. Besides, the witch is busy with some research for the lord….”

“Hmmm….”

“Could you possibly… help us out?”

As Leniyar’s silence stretched, the sly smile on her face grew, making Alejandro’s face turn paler.

“Well, alright. I have nothing better to do anyway, so going over there won’t be a problem.”

“Really? Thank you, Sword Demon! You’re a lifesaver…!”

Alejandro bowed deeply, nearly kissing the ground in gratitude, while Leniyar merely nodded, urging him to lead the way with a flick of her head, the enigmatic smile never leaving her face.

“Yes. I’ll escort you promptly!”

For the first time since regaining her senses, Leniyar stepped outside the tent and scoffed at the attention she received. The emotions in the gazes were varied, predominantly curiosity and a touch of wariness.

Though most appeared curious, one particular gaze was impossible to ignore.

“Seems like he’s about to have a breakthrough soon….”

“Pardon? What did you say?”

“Nothing, just talking to myself. Keep leading the way.”

Leniyar chuckled as she glanced at the person who had been training and felt the intense gaze on her, only to burst into laughter.

‘Looks like she hasn’t realized it herself. Her talent seems average, but her foundation is solid… well, it’s up to her to figure it out.’


Had she encountered her back at Sword Mountain, she might have offered some guidance, but there was no reason to do so here. Ignoring the sharp stare, Leniyar followed Alejandro to Khan’s quarters.

“You’re here. You came more willingly than I expected.”

“I’m not here for you. I’m just fulfilling his request.”

“That’s true. But it’s still surprising. You chased him all the way here intending to kill him. What changed?”

Leniyar didn’t immediately answer.

Instead, she wiped the smile off her face and stared at Ludmilla. Ludmilla didn’t avert her gaze, and the two held eye contact in silence, with only Alejandro looking nervously between them.

“Well, alright.”

Surprisingly, it was Leniyar who broke the silence.

“What do you want to know? We’re not exactly keen on each other, so let’s finish this quickly.”

“You really seem different. Alright, let’s get down to business then. It’s not as major as you might think.”

Ludmilla had been researching the few invaluable manuscripts left in Hoarfrost Gorge, and through that research, she had stumbled upon a puzzling question.

In the current situation, the only person who could potentially answer that question was the Sword Demon standing before her. As a senior member of Sword Mountain, one of the prominent external forces alongside the Pantheon Church and the Magic Tower, and a direct disciple of its head, she should have the necessary knowledge…

“Do you know about the ancient imperial prince who is said to have founded the ancient swordsmanship techniques?”

“I’m aware. Valken, that old man, hammered it into my ears enough times. Personally, I think it’s a load of nonsense. Honestly, if there were a single person who created all those ancient sword techniques passed down to this day, the noisy nobles in the imperial family would boast about it constantly.”

“That’s the story I’m interested in. What did your master tell you?”

“… You sure have strange curiosities.”

Leniyar delved into her memories.

Most of the tedious lectures had gone in one ear and out the other, leaving little in her mind. However, the important bits had stuck.

“Stuff like stopping the invasion of giants with a single sword, clipping the wings of an ancient dragon, half-killing and driving away a demon prince… mostly ridiculous stories. Ah, there was one more thing.”

Obsessively eradicating beings from the Void?


***

“Grr…! What are you doing all of a sudden—!”

Khan, who had tried to maximize his distance using ‘Leap’, gritted his teeth and swung Draupnir with all his might. Despite being a full-powered strike, the opponent easily pinned him down to the ground with a mere finger.

A shock akin to his internal organs being turned inside out washed over him. But seeing the red line aiming for his heart next, he couldn’t just lie there.

Crack-crack-crack─!

The ground where he had just been lying was literally torn apart and obliterated. If he hadn’t used Leap again to escape, he couldn’t help but imagine the spine-chilling fate of being completely obliterated with not even a corpse left behind.

『Oh, you dodged that?』

The echoing voice typical of a transcendent filled the space. Despite the casual tone, Khan couldn’t relax and urgently shouted.

“What the hell are you doing!”

『Well, nowadays it seems the continent knows nothing. But back in my day, the common sense was to kill anything associated with the Void. Even the stubborn dragon bastards kept to that rule.』

“So! What do you mean I’m associated with the Void…!”

The attack came before Khan even had the chance to use ‘Karyan’s Eye’ to sense the intent. It was as if Karyan was demonstrating that he was the original, effortlessly neutralizing the newly acquired S-rank skill, leaving Khan absolutely powerless against him.

『When you stepped into the sealing grounds earlier, you reacted. What did you sense at that moment? Did you feel the mental waves sent by the void beast, even though it’s already dead?』

Khan sighed internally, realizing Karyan hadn’t missed even the slightest reaction. He swung his sword to meet the dazzling blade swooping through the air.

Clang!

Once again, the force sent him crashing far away.

『It seems you haven’t figured it out yet, so I’ll tell you. The mental waves sent by a void entity can’t be detected by transcendent beings unless, like me, they are mortals who have mastered chaos to reach transcendence. Even then, I can only sense the beginnings of a psychic wave. But you?』

The impact of being plastered into the ground with near-80 strength stats reverberated through his body.

『You reacted very sensitively to those mental waves. Such a reaction is impossible unless you are also a minion of the void. Do you still intend to deny it?』

“I’m telling you. I don’t know anything about it…!”

Gritting his teeth and forcing himself to his feet, Khan’s muscles trembled violently. To counter the approaching blade, he activated Surging Strength.

『Is that the power the void bestowed upon you? That’s quite the formidable strength for a mere mortal. Even a giant’s descendant would be hard-pressed to believe it.』

“Stop rambling─!”

It was frustrating enough to be suddenly attacked, but being accused of being a void minion was too much. Even a saint would have difficulty tolerating it. Justifying his anger, Khan unleashed the full force he held in his grip towards Karyan’s sword.

Boom─!

While it was indeed powerful, the energy infused in the hovering blade wasn’t beyond the capabilities of a Khan empowered by Surging Strength. Successfully repelling the blade for the first time, Khan used his augmented strength to launch himself.

“Void minion! My ass!”

Khan deactivated Karyan’s Eye. It wasn’t likely to work against its original user, and confronting a God within their sanctuary was inherently futile.

‘He’s not trying to kill me after all.’

If Karyan genuinely wanted him dead, he wouldn’t have given him the chance to even attempt an escape. But no matter what, Khan aimed to land at least one blow.

‘Even if it’s just a small scratch…!’

Using Leap powered by Surging Strength, he accelerated beyond his limits.

He channeled all the power of his greatsword technique into a full-force strike, confident that not even the Great Warrior could easily withstand it. Just as Khan was about to connect, Karyan extended a finger.

“You’ve passed the test. Your brute-force charge is at least as good as my descendants. This, I admit.”

Before Khan could even voice his confusion about Karyan’s strange declaration, an unforeseen blow knocked him unconscious.

“To be honest, I’m still uncertain. Mortalia. I don’t truly understand the significance of the things you asked me to do.”

Karyan caught Khan’s unconscious body as it fell in midair, pulling something out from his tunic.

“Even now, as a God, I find it hard to grasp your claim that ‘this world is fake.’, but regardless…”

A promise is a promise.

“And above all, I like this kid’s eyes. Unlike my own descendants, who seemed to be born without fear, this one has plenty of fear and innocence. Yet, when it comes to fighting, he doesn’t hesitate. That, to me, is true bravery.”

Karyan placed a marble-sized orb on Khan’s forehead. The orb slowly absorbed into his skin, eventually disappearing completely.

“Well, you’re in for a rough time. Most people are when they get involved with that woman.”

With a wave of his hand, Karyan sent Khan’s body drifting out of the sealing grounds. Alone again on the terrain created by a corpse, he slumped to the ground.

“He seems to be struggling enough as it is. I gave him a gift. The rest is up to him.”

***

『Act 3, Proof of Valor』

─Additional Achievement Reward: Mark of Valor
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『Act 4, turning Point』

─No failure conditions.

─Main quest difficulty changes based on choices made.

*

‘Seems like I’m passing out more often these days.’

Khan instinctively knew he hadn’t been unconscious for long. He also noticed his body felt strangely light, and there was an unfamiliar sensation in his mind.

“What is this…?”

The moment he thought about the source of the odd sensation, he felt something burst in his head.

Information he had never encountered before flooded his mind.

『The void entity we finally located was already past any semblance of intellect, having reached death. While there may be debate on whether the concept of ‘death’ applies to these beings, I judged that the loss of self-awareness could be understood as death…』

『Living void entities have the power to plunge the world into chaos and turn it into territory of the void. This is different from demons contaminating parts of Midland through summoning—this is dimensional corrosion in its truest sense…』

『But do all void entities share this trait? Chaos exists as a force that defies the world’s laws, a power that mortals can command. Therefore, it’s possible that within the void surrounding Midland, there could be entities with clear self-awareness and intellect, different from those we’ve encountered so far.』

『If such entities exist, contact is a necessity. To unravel the shocking secrets I glimpsed within the dimensional rift.』

The influx of information paused momentarily, allowing Khan to catch his breath, before it continued.

『The imperial monster sealed the void entity, which conceptually ‘died’, providing ample experimental data. As a side note, even after the void entity’s death, the entrenched corrosion persisted, affecting local life forms.』

『The influence of chaos caused the growth of beasts, ranging from doubling their size to exceeding ten times their original proportions. Greenskins gained monstrous strength beyond any typical greenskin. I classified these transformed creatures as ‘monsters’. This effect persisted through Warrior God’s bloodline, resulting in descendants with greater stature and strength but also a gradual simplification of thought.』

『It was akin to observing humans regress into beasts. Though I wished to monitor their regression further, I had to assign the duty of guarding the seal to Warrior God’s descendants. Moreover, it was imperative that they didn’t devolve into mere beasts for the sake of future plans…』

‘Did they really devolve…?’

Khan, focusing intently on the information being fed into his mind, let out a faint, ironic laugh.

『Therefore, I separated the dimension containing the seal and established settlements in areas less affected by the corrosion. Alongside this, I developed and propagated the faith in the Warrior God among them.』


『Even during this time, I prepared for my next research. I had already gathered ample data on void entities and chaos. The only remaining task was finding the most suitable time and place to contact the void.』

『A problem arose. The divine gods became aware that the Warrior God had ascended to divinity, and they roughly inferred how it was done. Naturally, they did not want this method to become widespread. I knew that they would chase me from that day onwards.』

‘So the Gods didn’t seek revenge on Karyan, who ascended using the same method?’ The answer to his query followed immediately.

『The divine gods separated the achievements of the mortal Warrior God from the divine Warrior God, preventing any association between them. It was an audacious move only possible because they dominate the foundations of the Empire. The members of the imperial family, unwittingly, ended up disgracing their exalted ancestor who had reached divinity.』

『Meanwhile, I faced suppression. Initially, it was manageable with my power, but as more apostles joined the fray, it became impossible. Occasionally, even gods descended to take direct action. A countermeasure was necessary.』

『There seemed to be inner conflict among the Gods regarding the Warrior God’s treatment. Some argued that it was unjust to exile him when he had dedicated himself to humanity. Given that a higher God advocated this view, it gained significant traction. This granted me more time. Soon, I will make contact with the void.』

*

『This world is fake.』

『It’s not that transcendence is impossible due to the laws of the world. The truth is, the path to transcendence doesn’t exist inherently. Instead, only those set to reach ‘transcendence’ can do so.』

『Do the divine gods know this? Probably not. It’s because that’s how the world is designed. I even informed a higher God who intervened for Karyan about this secret, but she couldn’t remember our conversation. Karyan and I retain this memory only because we have embraced ‘chaos’.』

『Yet, the fear that we might become puppets of the world like them looms over us.』

『……I plan to summon a void entity to this land.』

*

The influx of information ceased at that point. However, Khan was left standing, unable to breathe or move, as he mulled over the final statement.

‘This world is fake….’

Starting from the point when the divine pursuit began, there was a peculiar sense of gaps between the information segments. And towards the end, the leap in information was excessively abrupt.

During those gaps, the sorceress must have made contact with the void and discovered something significant.

‘Could it be…’

Did Mortalia realize that this world was a “game”? Is that why she called it fake?

And what’s more intriguing is that Mortalia explicitly used the term ‘set’. In a medieval worldview, the word ‘chosen’ would be more fitting. Why did she specifically use ‘set’?


‘And the part about memories being erased…’

From the perspective of someone who knows this world is a game, it seems similar to how a player cannot inject new information into NPCs who follow a set algorithm. The game world itself appears to block certain information.

And the final part.

Mortalia hinted at her unease, and in the interim, she escalated matters drastically by trying to summon a void entity.

‘Perhaps the void entity she summoned….’

Khan shook his head to cut off his deepening speculations. It’s crucial not to jump to conclusions.

‘What is clear, however, is that Mortalia discovered a forbidden truth and went off the deep end afterwards. The problem is that her precise actions aren’t detailed…’

This lack of detail would hinder his quest to track the sorceress. As more connections between Khan’s possession and the sorceress emerge, this gap in information is problematic.

Flash-!

At that moment, Khan’s entire right arm began to glow.

Specifically, a tattoo of unknown origin started to shine brightly, demanding attention.

“What is this now….”

The phenomenon was beyond Khan’s control. As he began to express his bewilderment, a familiar voice echoed.

『Since you have passed the true Proof of Valor, I’ll give you a personal reward. Think of it as something to help you avoid getting beaten up in the future.』

Only then did Khan recognize the nature of the tattoo that had appeared without his knowledge. It was a mark directly inscribed by a God—a mark imbued with the power of a being so formidable that even divine gods wouldn’t dare to confront it easily.

‘Mark of Valor….’

The options it provided were substantial. For Khan, it was more than he could have hoped for.

‘Reduced stamina consumption during skill usage.’

Although he couldn’t verify it immediately, it was evident his combat stamina would significantly improve.

In addition, it granted other noteworthy benefits. Khan’s health and agility stats would increase by 1 to 2 points depending on the opponent’s strength in combat. Against stronger opponents, it would rise by 2, whereas in general combat situations, it would increase by 1.


Just the reduction in skill stamina consumption alone made the Mark a near-endgame item, but in this reality-turned-game, its value was even higher.

‘Now, I can truly be called the Great Warrior of the Warrior God.’

Previously, the Goddess of Justice had mistaken Khan for an apostle of the Warrior God due to his extraordinary physique. Now, other gods would likely also think of Khan as a divine apostle.

Typically, such a Mark isn’t granted to just anyone.

The “Mark of Deep Insight” that had permanently bonded with Khan’s body was also something no player was supposed to obtain. The Goddess of Justice had made a huge sacrifice by granting it to trip up Aecharis. Elena, the goddess with the scale, had good reason to create a fuss initially.

『I trust you’ll naturally figure out how to use it. As for possessing my descendant’s body, don’t worry about it. It’s not like you did it willingly. If it bothers you that much, just keep the body in good shape and return it somehow.』

Quite the unreasonable request.

Khan smirked at the lingering consciousness of Karyan embedded in the Mark.

『And one last thing, just in case. The sorceress, well, that woman was almost insane towards the end. If you plan on tracking her down, consider seeking out the elves. Rumor has it she was involved with them around the time she started acting strangely. After that, she went completely off the rails, left a memory orb, and disappeared without a trace.』

‘A clue!’

However, as time passed, Khan’s initial excitement turned sour as he listened intently to Karyan’s message.

『Meeting and talking to those long-ears shouldn’t be too difficult, right? They’re known colloquially as pushovers across the continent. I remember lecturing one of their elders for being too naïve and getting backstabbed, but that guy’s probably dead by now. Still, mentioning my name will probably jog some memories among them; after all, I’m not just anybody.』

‘What? Naive? Elves?’

『But don’t naively accept anything they offer. They’re simple-hearted to the point of occasionally causing harm unintentionally. Especially avoid drinking their tea. Their herbal infusions directly affect the mind—they’re a type of drug. While harmless to elves, they can be deadly to humans. It’s best to handle your own food and drink.』

With that final piece of advice, Karyan’s voice faded, leaving Khan staring blankly and muttering.

“Damn, what did I just hear…?”
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In the world of “Midland Quest”, elves are fundamentally arrogant. They don’t even consider other races as human. This attitude needs no more explanation.

Especially, their enterprise outside of their paradise, “Paradise Bank”, epitomizes the narrow-minded and conceited worldview of the elves.

Their business direction, which claims to “preserve the history and technology of the inferior short-lived races and protect them from events arising from their limited foresight”, is a prime example of their elf-centric mindset.

Take, for instance, the incident that caused the enmity between Paradise Bank and Khan’s party, specifically, the killing of an elf from the Eiwass family.

Back then, the elf Eiwass, who was the head of the External Business Department, picked a fight with Ludmilla because he sniffed out the strong mana emanating from the artifacts of the sorceress she carried, demanding she hand them over.

He claimed he wanted to preserve the superior technology of the short-lived races. This altercation entangled them with Leniyar.

“The Sword Master himself lifted your confinement order?”

“Do you think I’d be roaming freely otherwise?”

Khan had just returned to Hoarfrost Gorge immediately after learning that the entrance to the sanctuary had been sealed off, making re-entry impossible. He came back specifically to find Leniyar, who might serve as the key connection to the elves.

Moreover, there were many unresolved issues with her. Why was she, who was supposed to be confined at Sword Mountain, roaming freely? And how did she get involved with Paradise Bank, leading to her pursuit of him?

“Well, he didn’t exactly release me to roam around freely.”

“Did he give you another mission?”

“I was told to investigate major events happening on the continent. It seemed like a rather out-of-the-blue request, but I wasn’t going to refuse a chance to get some fresh air.”

“Valken Leichtahp should be preoccupied with the subjugation of the Great Demonic Realm. Does he really have the leisure to look into outside news? Moreover, that he suddenly assigned you this task seems odd.”

“Who knows what that old geezer thinks? Maybe he got tired of being cooped up inside.”

No, that’s not it. Khan silently refuted her words. In all the playthroughs Khan had experienced, Valken Leichtahp had never once lifted Leniyar’s confinement order.

Not when the “Undead King Darkin Perayas” invaded the Empire’s borders in Act 5, not when the Magic Tower collapsed and the Pantheon Church splintered from internal strife, and not even in Act 8 when Leniyar clipped the wings of the Demon Dragon. Those actions were her own, not Valken Leichtahp’s orders.

“Was that all the message from him? To investigate major events on the continent?”

“That was all.”

Seemingly bored by the sudden interrogation, Leniyar yawned widely.


“So, why ask about this all of a sudden…? Dragging someone out of a nice rest, no less?”

“It’s just something that needed confirmation, albeit a little later than planned.”

“Uh…?”

Leniyar narrowed her eyes.

“What are you trying to confirm?”

“Why you chased me all the way here.”

“That’s because… I was simply interested when the Paradise Bank’s manager talked about you. You made quite a name for yourself in the border territories, didn’t you? With such a reputation, anyone noteworthy in the Empire would recognize your prowess. Is it really so surprising that I took action? It aligned with my master’s orders and satisfied my curiosity. That’s all.”

Her logic was sound. But Khan saw a clear issue.

“It’s the Paradise Bank’s manager who’s the problem. Leniyar.”

“The pretty girl…?”

“Haven’t you ever found it odd? Didn’t you ever question your own actions, chasing me out of sheer curiosity and then fighting me all the way out here in Hoarfrost Gorge?”

Leniyar fell silent.

“I’ve heard many stories about you. The Sword Demon Leniyar, a volatile bomb even among the Empire’s nobles. You take on any challenge headfirst and speak too bluntly for the nobles’ taste….”

“So what?”

Khan looked down at her with a faintly narrowed gaze.

“You’re also very prideful about your skills. They say you once tracked down and beat a swordsman who doubted your prowess by searching the entire Empire.”

“What do you know…? Acting all high and mighty…”

“I also know that, despite your violent and ruthless nature, you’re not a mindless killer.”

“……!”

Leniyar’s eyes wavered.


‘Thinking back, it was strange from the beginning.’

The Sword Demon Leniyar was violent and ruthless, but she wasn’t inherently evil. In fact, for players, she was known as a reliable ally.

If the player’s character had a certain level of renown, wasn’t leaning too heavily towards evil actions, and hadn’t achieved high camaraderie with the Empire’s noble factions, she could be recruited fairly easily.

‘But the Leniyar I encountered was full of killing intent from the start.’

“I didn’t find it too strange at first. I had heard rumors about your simple and brute tactics. But to follow me deep into Hoarfrost Gorge? If luck hadn’t been on your side, you would’ve died wandering through Hoarfrost Gorge and the snowy mountains before even finding me. You must have realized that.”

“…….”

“I did take advantage of the environment at sea to mess with you, but was that enough to make you chase me so recklessly, risking your life? The fight was your choice from the start. I don’t think you’re so blockheaded you can’t distinguish between what’s worth pursuing and what isn’t. Blockhead.”

“You bastard… Stop calling me blockhead…!”

Leniyar clenched her fists in frustration, an unaccustomed nickname still grating on her nerves.

“Fine, I admit it. It wasn’t to that extent. But so what? People’s minds can waver now and then.”

“That’s true. If you hadn’t been keeping company with those Paradise elven bastards.”

“What about them?”

Khan skipped the detailed explanation and simply conveyed to Leniyar that Paradise’s elves possessed drugs capable of manipulating people’s minds. He also suggested that it was likely she had fallen under the influence of such substances.

Leniyar’s reaction was intense.

“Bullshit!”

To someone as confident in her strength as she was, the idea that she had been manipulated by mere drugs was a severe insult.

“Even a tower master-level dark mage’s direct curse wouldn’t affect me. And you’re saying I fell for some petty drug?”

Her confidence was justified, given her abilities. However, Khan was certain that Leniyar had been affected by the elves’ drugs.

Considering that the mighty Karyan had warned Khan, with his extraordinary physique, about elven potions, could Leniyar truly be immune to such things?

‘Moreover, she appeared almost possessed by bloodlust during our fight.’


Though Khan had only recently acquired Karyan’s Eye, he could clearly tell that was abnormal.

While it might be excusable if she were simply a swordmaster with heightened emotions, the current lack of any red intent signals from Leniyar was curiously unsettling. Even as she outwardly acted angry.

“Then, let’s verify it directly.”

Realizing that explaining verbally would never be enough to get through her pride, Khan proposed.

“Go to Paradise Bank?”

“Yes. Isn’t it much simpler than arguing complex theories? Besides, they’re probably expecting to hear from you anyway.”

“What, do you think those sly elves will honestly admit if they drugged me?”

“If they don’t, we’ll make them. Simple as that.”

Khan smiled mischievously.

“Plus, I have my own business to deal with there.”

The elves at Paradise Bank could never imagine. The sword sent to avenge their kin would end up aiding the intended target.

‘Preemptive cancerous growths need to be excised early.’

*

The return date to the Midland continent was set to be soon. Having acquired everything they needed, there was no reason to stay any longer. Besides, the portable magic stones used in their “heat packs” for maintaining body temperature were running low.

They could have left immediately, but decided to wait a bit longer to see off the party undergoing the “Warrior’s Trial”.

“So, what exactly does the Warrior’s Trial entail?”

Alejandro inquired. Watching Eson, Maya, and the other young tribesmen disappear into the distance, Alejandro approached Khan silently and asked. Khan just grinned and gave a brief reply.

“Hard labor.”

“Ugh. Why would anyone put themselves through that…”

Ignoring Alejandro’s look of shock, Khan turned and headed directly to his quarters. He needed to see Ludmilla, who was poring over some of the few records available in Hoarfrost Gorge.

While Khan had been holed up in the sanctuary for the “Proof of Valor”, Ludmilla had used her exceptional intellect to uncover the suspicious nature of the brief mentions of an “ancient imperial prince”.

She hadn’t realized, due to lack of information, that this prince was Warrior God Karyan himself—but she was close.

“These texts, they all seem to have been created around the same time, and written in what’s considered ancient common tongue. This suggests some connection between this ancient empire and Hoarfrost Gorge. Also, the ‘prince’ mentioned here stands out. The records the Sword Demon knows differ slightly from those in Hoarfrost Gorge….”

Hearing Ludmilla’s findings as he entered, Khan wondered if it was only a matter of time before she uncovered Karyan’s true identity.

‘Perhaps even more than that,’ he mused.

His expression grew serious. Ludmilla had endured many hardships to aid Khan, claiming it was due to her own curiosity. But it was clear to anyone that her motives went deeper.

“Oh, and about researching the limitations of Hoarfrost Gorge. What about my previous request? I mentioned wanting to explore deeper areas….”

“Ludmilla.”

Khan’s sudden interruption made Ludmilla blink in surprise.

‘Ludmilla’s goodwill is based on a misunderstanding.’

Ludmilla had been shunned, feared, and hated by her parents, siblings, and all the people in her domain since birth for her inexplicable talents, labeled as the “inherent nature of a witch”.

Even after maturing mentally, this ostracism continued, and the mages of the Magic Tower also envied her for her talents, dismissing them as impossibilities.

Only one person—a modern-day reincarnator who despised superstition and knew what a real witch was—saw her for who she truly was: a meaningless misunderstanding.

Khan moistened his dried lips, preparing to speak slowly.

“I need to tell you something.”

“Tell me something?”

“Yes.”

Ludmilla had no idea.

She didn’t know that her goodwill, born from a misperception, would lead to Khan’s erasure from this world. She didn’t realize her dedication would end in betrayal.

The worst part was that Ludmilla might figure out Khan’s true intentions on her own, even without him explicitly stating them. That’s why Khan believed now was the right time.

Just before stepping into the grand and perilous stage that was the Empire—now was the time.

“I am….”
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Ron’s day starts early in the morning.

“You’ve been researching until dawn again, haven’t you?”

As usual, Ron found Jan passed out on the desk, exhausted. He lifted Jan and placed him on the bed, then roughly tidied up the cluttered desk.

Despite the fact that being affiliated with the Magic Tower provided a decent salary which could be used to hire someone for cleaning, mages were extremely sensitive about the leakage of their research materials, so Ron had no choice but to take care of it himself.

‘I have no idea what any of this means.’

Although this meant that Jan trusted him that much, from Ron’s perspective, the records filled with magical knowledge were incredibly difficult to understand.

Even now, after having become somewhat accustomed to the imperial language, it was still challenging, and it would likely continue to be so in the future.

The reason he was certain of this was not for any other reason. When he had arrived at the Magic Tower with Jan, he had taken a light test to see if he could be initiated into magic, but the conclusion was that it was impossible.

Although he later learned that the test was based on the standards of a ‘Magic Tower Mage’, which slightly alleviated his sense of self-reproach, it seemed certain that he had no talent for magic.

Even with Jan’s help, he had only managed to learn two lower-level spells in his spare time.

‘Didn’t they say that most Magic Tower mages can cast at least lower-level spells after just a week?’

He was so shocked when a colleague from the Magic Tower, who had recently become a friend due to their similar situations, told him this. Moreover, Jan’s status within the Magic Tower was not as low as he had initially thought.

According to his friend, even the Tower Masters were paying attention to Jan’s recent growth.

Ding.

Ron deftly removed the mana stone embedded in its slot and replaced it with a new one. One of the most astonishing things he had encountered since he started staying at the Magic Tower – or rather, the Empire – was this.

The so-called technology, a byproduct of ‘Dwarven Magic Engineering’. In the case of the device he had just replaced the mana stone in, it regulated the indoor temperature to a comfortable level.

‘This place really feels like another world.’

Of course, not all households in the Empire enjoyed this benefit. The Magic Tower, being akin to a sanctuary for the Empire’s scholars, not only trialed these less-disseminated technologies but also enabled their cost-effective use with the Tower’s support.

Outside, it was only used by nobles, wealthy merchants, or landowners. This alone was enough proof of the significant gap between the Empire and other countries.

‘By Imperial standards, the Argon royalty lives no differently from commoners…’


After finishing the replacement of the mana stone, Ron gathered his equipment. Today, he had to go out to collect a sample of magical materials, so he had to move more diligently.

“Was it like this…?”

Standing in front of a door with no handle, Ron closed his eyes and muttered something under his breath. A small flame flickered at his fingertips, and after a moment, the door opened by itself.

The door responded to mana patterns. Honestly, this technology was beyond Ron’s understanding, so he only had a vague idea – enough to get by. Still, there were some aspects that piqued his curiosity.

‘I wonder how someone without mana would get through here….’

To be honest, with that kind of brute strength, he might just crumple the door made of special metal with his bare hands. Stepping outside, Ron headed straight for the administrative mage of the Magic Tower.

It went without saying that the staff themselves were mages. Outside the Magic Tower, they had been considered prodigies. But by the standards of the Magic Tower, they weren’t even considered exceptional, so they learned magic in exchange for assisting with various chores.

“Ah, Ron! You’re diligent as always.”

“I have to gather some Appronon Gray Herbs.”

“Are you heading to the cultivation area? Right, the outcome varies greatly depending on the water level. You must need the best quality available from the cultivation area.”

“I’m going because Jan needs it. Honestly, I can’t tell much difference between the ones stored in the Tower and the ones gathered outside….”

“That could be. It’s not commonly handled, after all. There aren’t many people in the Magic Tower who deal with it. Its nature is so tricky that controlling it is usually quite a hassle.”

“Got it. Thanks for the new info. Take care today.”

As soon as Ron turned his back after being seen off by the administrative mage with a smile, he stifled a sigh.

‘Why do mages always have so much unnecessary information to share?’

It was a thought Khan might have groaned at, clutching his nape. But Ron sincerely felt a sense of dread whenever mages opened their mouths.

What else could you call these relentless spouts of magical knowledge, which nobody else could comprehend, but a disaster?

Fortunately, Ron had recently learned how to deal with mages, but during his first encounter with the administrative mage, he had been trapped in a discussion about magic for an hour.

With the administrative mage doing nine-tenths of the talking.

“You’re quicker today? Looks like you’re getting used to it.”


“Like it or not, I have to.”

“Though you’re quite the chatterbox yourself, mages do seem to be on a different level.”

Ron exchanged greetings with a newly acquainted colleague at the Magic Tower entrance and responded to the joke with a faint smile.

This cocky young man was quite a well-known mercenary in the empire, referred to as the ‘Magic Swordsman’. Not even thirty years old and already a Gold Badge Mercenary, he was someone with the unique background of running errands for the Magic Tower while learning magic.

“Still, what can we do? In the empire, the royal family, the church, and the Magic Tower are untouchable domains. Servants like us have to know our place.”

“Aren’t you the type who doesn’t easily bow to others?”

“Me? Haha—! Now that’s a funny joke.”

The Magic Swordsman, who was tying his unusually long brown hair into a ponytail, burst into laughter.

“You still aren’t accustomed to the ways of the empire, it seems. Once you spend some time outside the Magic Tower, you’ll see. The empire is full of people like me.”

“Huuh…”

Ron could only sigh, unsure how to respond.

Given that the name ‘Magic Swordsman Veil’ was famous for being able to stand toe-to-toe with the higher-ranking knights of the empire, there must be a reason why Veil downplayed himself so much.

“Enough of that. Let’s head to the cultivation area. Even if we set out now, we’ll only get there by the afternoon.”

“Let’s go.”

By the time they arrived at the cultivation area, the sun was high in the sky. The peculiar nature of this place meant that once you were inside, it was difficult to keep track of time outside.

“If it’s Appronon Gray Herbs, the direction’s a bit different. The stuff for that unlucky guy is on the other side.”

“Wanna bet on who finds it first?”

“No thanks. Just honestly say you want me to buy you dinner. Damn it, Ron.”

“What! I’d appreciate it if you did that.”

“I’m not saying I will… Alright, I’ll put you in your place today.”


“Do your best!” Ron exchanged teasing words with Veil and then headed inside at a leisurely pace.

The Magic Tower’s ‘cultivation area’ was essentially a gigantic artificial garden. Its immense scale, larger than most major cities, was quintessentially imperial. Or perhaps, quintessentially Magic Tower.

The reason for creating such a massive garden was simple. Procuring the highest quality research samples from the market was often difficult, so they created an environment where they could cultivate and harvest them as needed.

‘I can definitely feel there’s more mana here…’

If even Ron, whose mana sensitivity was dulled, could feel it, then it must be incredibly dense indeed.

“Is it this way?”

Sniffing around as he walked towards the natural habitat of the Appronon Gray Herbs, Ron twitched his nose.

There wasn’t any actual scent, but he had a feeling that the herbs were nearby.

“Of course!”

And naturally, his intuition was correct. Ron’s intuition, which used to sharply react to ‘crisis’ situations, had broadened its range over time during his journey with Khan, responding even to trivial matters.

‘It’s truly amazing.’

Ron hadn’t actively tried to hone his natural intuition, yet somehow, his ability seemed to be growing on its own.

Ron wasn’t the only one who had experienced similar phenomena. Jan, already known as a prodigious genius, had recently begun astonishing even his mentor, Jerome, to the point of leaving him speechless.

“Is there really something special about you….”

Amidst these various thoughts. As the sun started to set, Ron finished his harvesting and headed out of the cultivation area.

“How on earth do you find them so quickly?”

“All done by intuition. Haha!”

“Times are tough these days…”

Just as Ron, having won the bet once again, burst into laughter and prepared to return to the Magic Tower, he was suddenly approached by another mage who seemed to have been waiting for his return.

“Magus Jerome urgently requests your presence.”

“Uh? Why…?”

The mage approached with quick steps and uttered rather shocking words.

“What’s wrong with the paladin lady’…?!”

*

“What do you mean by defrocked! What’s going on?!”

“It’s not decided yet.”

“This very situation, where they are even discussing defrocking an Apostle, is outrageous…!”

Bang—!

Leo slammed his fist on the table, unable to control his outburst, and exhaled roughly.

“… What on earth happened?”

Aries remained silent. Leo couldn’t believe what was happening and dropped his head in despair.

“Has the church really fallen this far?”

Aries was an Apostle. Though not officially appointed yet, everyone knew the Goddess of Justice would soon name her as one. Everyone also knew she would eventually lead the Order of Paladins.

The current leader of the Paladins was too passive and avoided conflicts with the cardinals. However, aries was famous for her unwavering character and wouldn’t hesitate to oppose the cardinals.

Once officially named an Apostle, she would wield nearly supreme influence under the Pope. The cardinals feared that future and showed it through their actions.

“This is a clear abuse of power. No, it’s a sacrilegious act that disgraces divinity…!”

The result was Aries’s impending defrocking.

The incomprehensible aspect was that the cardinals, unless they had lost their minds, wouldn’t dare attempt such an outrageous act. It was akin to spitting in the face of the Goddess of Justice, who was one of the supreme gods in the pantheon.

“We cannot remain idle. The entire Order of Paladins should stand up and condemn the cardinals…!”

“That won’t do.”

“Lady Aries!”

Leo couldn’t understand.

It was true that Aries had been summoned frequently by the cardinals recently, but the sudden decision to defrock her seemed overly abrupt and unexpected. What made it even more baffling for Leo was that Aries herself accepted the decision without much resistance.

‘This isn’t right.’

As Leo bowed his head, his eyes began to shine with a strange light.
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The influential factions in the Imperial Capital are truly countless.

As the heart and center of the vast continent, not only internal entities but also external countries and forces have poured in people and resources to somehow secure a position within the Imperial Capital.

However, from the public’s perspective, the only factions that had established a dominant presence within the Imperial Capital were the Triumvirate: the Sword Mountain, the Magic Tower, and the Church.

Even though there were many powerful groups such as the Mercenary Guild, which had grown into a continent-wide association, the Merchant Alliance, and the Paradise Bank, the reason the Triumvirate’s names were always mentioned was both obvious and simple.

“History.”

These forces, which had formed the backbone of the Empire and had grown together with it, had become an inseparable part of the Empire, even if one wished to oust them. They were the very history of the Empire, which even the six electoral families that produced the Emperor could not disregard.

“Furthermore, the Triumvirate has never wavered in the history of the Empire. Although they keep each other in check, they all move for the prosperity of the Empire.”

“You’re implying that’s not the case now.”

“Aren’t I right?”

Silence fell between the two conversing individuals.

The man who posed the question did not feel the need to nitpick the meaning of that silence. His counterpart’s status was so significant that he was suppressing his usual temperament as much as possible.

‘As expected, he’s no mere figurehead.’

The man with pointed ears – Roun, the Deputy Manager of Paradise Bank – thought to himself. Contrary to being overshadowed by the Sword Demon Leniyar and regarded as a mere figurehead, this short-lived species seemed more formidable than expected.

After all, could someone who had been taken as a disciple by a man reputed to knock on the gates of transcendence with a single sword really be insignificant?

It also spoke volumes about the overwhelming talent of the Sword Demon Leniyar. The senior disciple of the Sword Master sitting before Roun, Cain Leichtahp, did not seem lacking at all.

“…how is that relevant to our Sword Mountain?”

After a prolonged silence, Cain finally responded to the Deputy Manager of Paradise Bank, posing neither an answer nor avoidance.

Roun smiled faintly.

“Didn’t I mention? In this turmoil where the three foundational forces of the Empire are shaking, it would be beneficial for the Sword Mountain to ally with us if you wish not to get entangled.”

“You misunderstood my question.”


Cain’s eyes gleamed coldly like a sharp blade.

“The fact that the others are shaken is not a sufficient reason for us to join hands with Paradise.”

It was an insult almost equivalent to spitting in his face. Given that his counterpart was the de facto head of the Paradise Bank’s external operations, such a blatant remark might have been unthinkable.

Yet Cain Leichtahp appeared exceedingly rational.

The fact that he showed no regard for Paradise was evident. Despite being a mere short-lived species, deputy Governor Roun suppressed his inner seething anger and disgust, keeping a smile on his face.

“Why isn’t it sufficient? Could it be that you think Paradise… our elves, are not on par with the Sword Mountain? Acting Master?”

“The fact that you make me explain this is what annoys me more. That’s your problem. Elves.”

“Haha… I’m listening. Please, share your esteemed opinion, acting Master.”

“Even if we assume that the three pillars are in a state of turmoil, why would we need to ally with Paradise? You long-lived species treat us as inferiors while pretending to offer generous proposals, but Paradise is not an attractive ally for the Sword Mountain. The fundamental issue is that you’re a different species. And also…”

Not in the same league.

Cain’s eyes gleamed coldly as he looked down at Roun.

“Even if an elder of Paradise came, it wouldn’t be enough. You dare, a mere subordinate, to consider yourself an equal to the Sword Mountain? You should be grateful you’re not beheaded here and now. Deputy Manager Roun.”

Rowan, the deputy bank manager of the paradise, was a spirit contractor and a skilled warrior himself, yet Cain casually spoke of his death. His words were not just extreme but shockingly unconventional.

However, the one speaking those words was none other than Cain Richthofen.

“If you truly wished to discuss cooperation with the Sword Master, even if not an elder, at the very least the bank manager should have come personally. To speak of being on par with the Sword Master, one of the three grand dukes of the empire, as a mere lackey of a lackey? Unless you have a death wish… If my disciple sister was here instead of me, you’d have been beheaded immediately.”

“Ah, the Sword Demon…”

Surprisingly, despite the insult, rowan did not lose his smile. Instead, he even laughed out loud, as if he had just heard an amusing story.

“What’s so funny?”

Cain’s face contorted in irritation.

“Oh, my apologies. I couldn’t help but laugh. I never expected to hear her name from the Acting Master of the Sword Mountain.”


“What do you mean by that?”

“Haha… Is it not true? The rumors of her pushing you aside to become the new Master of the Sword Mountain are widespread even in Paradise. Who would have thought you’d threaten me with the name of that Sword Demon?”

“You bastard…”

A growl, akin to that of a beast, escaped Cain’s lips.

Although Cain might lag behind compared to Leniyar, he was still among the top-ranked swordsmen. In some ways, he was even more meticulous. Unlike Leniyar, who moved impulsively with innate brilliance and instinct, Cain was the most experienced and meticulous of the Sword Mountain.

The killing intent emanating from Cain was nothing short of overwhelming. Roun’s face contorted as he felt the cutting aura on his skin as if it were slicing through him.

“Did you mention the Eiwass family? I’ll personally ensure that Paradise receives your head in the name of the Sword Mountain. Furthermore, I’ll make sure to spread your treacherous words across the entire empire. Perhaps it’s time to eliminate your long-lived species’ invasive institution for good.”

“If offering my head will appease Acting Master’s anger, you’re welcome to take it. But… will that solve anything? Already struggling against the Sword Demon in terms of skill, and now you want to antagonize the six families of Paradise? Do you think Sword Master Valken Leichtahp will continue to keep you as his successor?”

“You…!”

“Wouldn’t it be more productive to talk about a potential alliance? Perhaps even discussing how to get rid of the Sword Demon together.”

Cain’s killing intent abruptly dissipated. His expression, now hardened, betrayed his inner turmoil.

‘Got him.’

Roun allowed a faint smile to creep across his face.

“To be honest, I don’t believe she is capable of properly ruling the Sword Mountain if she succeeds as Master. She is gifted as a warrior, but not suited to lead. In contrast, you— I believe you possess remarkable leadership qualities, especially for a short-lived species.”

Using the derogatory term ‘short-lived species’ openly signaled a shift towards a more frank discussion. Cain remained silent. Roun knew all too well that this silence signified acceptance.

“Paradise desires its ‘charitable organization’ to acquire more substantial power. While some may praise Paradise Bank for controlling the continent’s financial flow, we’re merely taking modest profits sanctioned by the imperial family.”

“……”

“In contrast, the Sword Mountain, the Magic Tower, and the Church are not bound by such limitations.”

The implications of Roun’s words were abundantly clear. He was laying bare his intentions so plainly that even someone politically ignorant would understand. Even Cain showed signs of surprise at the candor.

“Are you aiming for a position among the Empire’s Triumvirate?”


“Not at all. That would require Paradise to fall under the empire’s domain. That would be…”

“An insult to the esteemed long-lived species, indeed. No one would willingly crawl under the legs of a dog they raise.”

“I didn’t intend to express it so harshly, but the meaning is similar.”

With his true intentions now fully exposed, Roun continued his explanation at a leisurely pace.

“Paradise Bank desires more than just nominal financial power; it seeks actual influence. Much like how the mere name of the Sword Mountain imposes its dominance over the continent. For that to happen, the alliance or support of the imperial family or the Triumvirate is indispensable…”

“In return, you’ll get rid of Leniyar?”

Roun nodded with a smile. Cain observed Roun with a piercing gaze, dissecting him as he observed. Shortly after, he let out a wry smile.

“Interesting.”

“What do you find so interesting?”

“Leniyar. If there had been a way to handle that ignorant beast, I would have done it long ago. That bitch, whom even the entire Electorate couldn’t manage. How could Paradise Bank handle someone like her when they can’t even mobilize their full power?”

It was a sneer.

The only person who truly understood how monstrous Leniyar was could only be Cain, not his master, Valken. Because after Valken entered the Great Demonic Realm, Cain was the only one who had observed Leniyar’s growth up close.

“That damn commoner girl is a monster. It’s impossible to kill her unless you set a trap she can’t possibly escape from. You’d have to set up a trap that could at least annihilate an entire city. Now, do you think Paradise Bank has the power to do that?”

“With our current capabilities, it’s impossible. But, is there a particular reason why she must be subdued by force?”

“Hah! Then what, would you try to win her over and use her? That beast that even the Emperor couldn’t manage? If your Paradise Bank really has a way to keep Leniyar alive and utilize her, we might reconsider the cooperation offer.”

Cain sneered. He knew it was impossible and was effectively announcing there was no room for further negotiation.

“That’s fortunate. Because she is already in our hands.”

“What…?”

“You likely weren’t aware that her destination after wandering outside of Sword Mountain and leaving the Empire was Paradise Bank. If you have your subordinates check now, you’ll find out. Maintaining information control cost us quite a bit of money… but now, we can save that cost.”

However, Roun had intended to provoke such a reaction from the start.

“She is currently in Northland on a mission ordered by your master, but she will return to the Midland Continent soon. You’d better make a decision before she returns. Preparing the ‘drug’ for control will take some time. Ah… I forgot to mention.”

One of the three Dukes has already promised cooperation with Paradise Bank long ago. With those words, Roun passed the petrified Cain with a mocking laugh.

“The Church, the Magic Tower… one of them has already fallen?”

Cain whispered to himself, reshuffling his grim expression, and donned the mask of the ‘benevolent senior disciple’, thinking inwardly.

‘If I can truly control that monster as I please…’
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 197

				
“So, can you explain what’s going on, magus?”

“I was about to.”

In Jerome’s study, filled with books from all sides, stood Jerome, his disciple Jan, and Ron, who had hurried back, even giving up a dinner he was to receive from Veil.

“First of all, this isn’t officially confirmed yet. But it’s certain that the cardinals at the main church discussed the removal of Miss Aries.”

“What? Isn’t the paladin lady a big shot in the church? She’s supposed to be an apostle of the gods….”

“Her rank isn’t much different from a typical paladin yet. It’s just that she gained influence beyond her rank because of being designated as the apostle of the Goddess of Justice.”

“And how is that different? If the Goddess decided so, shouldn’t the church follow? Isn’t it a group that believes in the Pantheon?”

“Hmm, it’s not that simple, like Uncle Ron suggested. Isn’t it the same for our Magic Tower?”

“Eh? What about the Magic Tower?”

Jan added with a wry smile.

“The Magic Tower originally was an educational or academic institution for training imperial mages. The tower masters were supposed to be the master representing each color, not leaders. Now look at it; the Magic Tower is one of the wealthiest organizations around. The tower masters directly manage the business of the Magic Tower.”

“The disciple is right. Many of the initial purposes of the Empire’s three pillars have significantly changed over time. The church is no exception.”

Dressed in typical gentleman attire, making him hard to believe as a mage, the middle-aged Magus Jerome continued in a calm tone.

“The Pope has become merely a symbolic figure and remains silent, while a few cardinals at the main church effectively lead the powerful Pantheon Church. The major diocesan territories of the empire have long become their backyard.”

“What does that have to do with the dismissal of the paladin lady?”

“You understand now that today’s cardinals aren’t just simple clergy, right?”

Ron nodded.

“Then isn’t the answer simple? Miss Aries is a threat to the existing power holders. She’s very young and has the backing of the Goddess of Justice. The intent is probably to crush her before she grows further. The fact that they chose ‘dismissal’ over ‘excommunication’ clearly shows this as part of a blatant containment strategy.”

“I see…. Huh, unbelievable.”

Ron shook his head in disbelief.


“It seems the reasons behind are even pettier than I imagined.”

“But isn’t the risk too big? Even if she isn’t an apostle yet, the Goddess of Justice still favors the paladin lady….”

“Doesn’t this imply there’s something more hidden? Either Miss Aries holds a weakness that forces the cardinals to respond so sternly, or they’ve secured a benefit that outweighs the risks.”

“It means there’s no way to know for sure right now. Even with the Magic Tower’s information network, it’s tough to grasp the detailed internal circumstances of the church, isn’t it?”

“It’s actually harder because we are from the Magic Tower. Politically, the triumvirate espouses mutual coexistence.”

“Is there any way to make contact with them…there isn’t right now, is there, magus?”

“In the first place, to enter the church’s main headquarters from outside, you need their permission. It’s the same the other way around. It’s difficult with an ordinary status.”

Ron showed signs of discomfort on his face. It wasn’t because of Magus Jerome’s lack of enthusiasm.

Ron might not know about Aries, but he didn’t regard her as just another person. The bond formed when they fought for their lives together with Darkin Phereyas was meaningful. And if his cherished colleague Khan considered Aries a comrade, then to Ron, she was a comrade as well.

“Damn it. Isn’t there any way to do something?”

Ron felt self-reproach for being unable to act while Aries was in trouble. If only his personal strength was as formidable as Khan’s, he might have been able to storm in and cause a commotion—.

“Commotion…?”

Ron murmured as if struck by an idea, while contemplating seriously.

“Has there been any news about someone causing a ruckus over there?”

“At least in the information I’ve obtained, there’s nothing like that. Did you think of something?”

“Well… honestly, I’m not sure….”

“Your instincts often defy logical explanation. Go ahead and share.”

Even though he spoke with uncertainty, Ron cautiously opened his mouth.

“Doesn’t this seem like your handiwork?”

***


The Imperial Capital did not refer to a single city but to the entirety of “Revanheim”, the imperial territory directly governed by the Emperor. Naturally, its scale was more than that of several large cities combined.

And the main headquarters of the Pantheon Church was situated in the southern part of this vast Imperial Capital.

Outwardly, it appeared to be an ancient castle perched on a mountainside. However, its interior was a sanctuary for Pantheon worshipers that had existed since before the establishment of the Empire. The omnipresent idols of the divine gods serve as testament to this.

Inside the headquarters, the hall dedicated to the elite paladins, known for its independent and lofty status, was unusually quiet today.

“……”

“……”

It wasn’t an air of solemnity but something more akin to tension before a storm. An atmosphere close to that before a battle.

Among the paladins who confront heretics and demon worshipers across the continent, the Goddess of Justice holds a very special place among the divine gods. The young girl chosen as the apostle is considered precious beyond measure.

Discussion regarding Aries’s dismissal was in full swing. The atmosphere within the Order of Paladins was at a boiling point, ready to explode any second.

The only thing keeping them in check was Aries’s lack of a vehement response. The tension was palpable enough to make the instigators of this situation wary.

“It seems the young apostle understands our sincerity.”

The first to speak among the gathered cardinals was an elderly man named Georg Melchus. He was ninety-two years old but stood tall with a dark beard, appearing much younger than his age.

People whispered that his very existence was a divine blessing, claiming that a God who favored him granted him youth.

“Ultimately, the purpose of the Pantheon Church is the propagation of faith. It appears that our dedication has finally been acknowledged.”

Supporting Georg’s statement was an old woman with a hunched back. Known for purifying an entire city tainted by black magic, she was revered within the Pantheon and was famously called “Clemens the Purifier” in the western parts of the Empire.

“Ha ha ha. Cardinal Clemens is right. Moreover, the preliminary apostle, despite her innate talents, still lacks maturity. I hope this opportunity teaches her about the church’s duties.”

A broad-chested giant, whose muscular frame couldn’t be hidden even under his voluminous red priestly robe, laughed heartily. He was Cardinal Berto, who also served as the archbishop of the southwestern imperial archdiocese of Koeltz and maintained close relations with the empire’s nobles.

Besides the three who spoke, there were three more cardinals present in the meeting. While there were cardinals outside the main headquarters as well, those with the most significant influence were the ones who had spoken.

“However, the unsettling atmosphere within the Order of Paladins is somewhat concerning.”

“It’s unfortunate. However, they will eventually come to understand our true intentions, just as the Sword of Justice has.”


“Ha ha ha. Under the Pantheon, we are but shepherds, spreading the gospel. Cardinal Clemens is correct. Yet, we cannot simply stand by and do nothing.”

Cardinal Berto’s facial muscles twitched in displeasure.

“I’ll assign tasks to those who can unify opinions, including Fraga Grobel. When faced with a proper crisis, even the most hot-headed will cool down a bit. Isn’t that so?”

Clemens nodded in agreement.

“Speaking of which, have you received what was promised for the Koeltz Archdiocese, Cardinal Berto?”

“Ah, of course. Thanks to Cardinal Georg’s special care! Hahaha!”

“It’s simply the reward for Cardinal Berto’s diligent execution of his duties. However…”

Cardinal Georg slowly opened his eyes, revealing a sharp gaze that contrasted starkly with his priestly demeanor.

“For the time being, it would be wise to exercise restraint. The mere talk of the young apostle’s dismissal has already caused turmoil among the clergy. Not to mention, we must be aware of the imperial family’s gaze. Immediate silence doesn’t necessarily represent the will of the imperial family.”

“Hmm, understood. But is it necessary to be this cautious? Support from merchants for the church has always been customary. Why is this occasion different?”

“…They are not like us. Given the Empire’s sentiments, it’s prudent to approach with utmost caution. However, time will resolve this, especially with our assistance. Eventually, we won’t need to tread so carefully. Until then, please bear with it, Cardinal Berto.”

“Hahaha! Who am I to refuse? Ah, now that I think about it…. I’ve explained too little to the soon-to-be new cardinal.”

Cardinal Berto’s hearty laughter filled the hall, drawing everyone’s attention.

“This is quite awkward…. Just as another prospective apostle nearly derailed our grand mission, it’s been corrected by another. And here this old man was, too excitedly chattering away.”

Georg and Clemens turned their attention toward the same direction as Berto.

There sat a young girl, entirely out of place, with an expressionless face. Despite her cheerful appearance with her slightly reddish hair tied into twin tails, the cold look in her large eyes seemed starkly incongruent. However, no one chastised her for this.

“Your support for Dame Aries’s dismissal is truly… a testament that the gods are watching over us. I once again express my gratitude.”

Georg bent his rigid frame in a courteous bow to the girl. The other cardinals followed suit, showing respect as if addressing the most revered person in the room.

“Isn’t it only natural to correct the mistakes of a friend?”

“Your words lift a great burden from this old heart.”

The priest Elena.
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Cardinal Georg straightened his back, still wearing a friendly smile.

“Soon, there will be a vote on the appointment to the position of Cardinal.”

“Yes.”

“Typically, the appointment of a cardinal is done by His Holiness, the Pope. However, in the absence of His Holiness, it will be decided through a vote by the six master-level cardinals and twenty-eight priest-level cardinals. During this process, priests like Elena who manage dioceses outside the Empire will be the candidates.”

“Hahaha. We all know that Priest Elena is more than qualified to become a cardinal!”

Cardinal Berto added further explanation with his hearty laughter, stepping in for Cardinal Georg.

“However, the priest-level cardinals may have a different perspective from ours. Being stationed outside the Imperial Capital, they may not be fully aware of the situation at hand, including the intricacies of Dame Aries’s dismissal, which will certainly require extensive discussion.”

“If Priest Elena, who is destined to become the Scale of the Goddess, intervenes, public opinion could easily be swayed. And you, too, could ascend to the position of cardinal. Though you will start as a sub-deacon, such matters will be resolved in time as you are destined to become an apostle.”

Nodding calmly in response to the two cardinals’ words, the twin-tailed girl, elena, replied.

“As much as needed.”

“Haha! The heavens are truly favoring us. The Goddess of Justice has blessed the church with a talent like Priest Elena!”

Despite Cardinal Berto’s excessive praise, elena’s expression remained emotionless. Her youthful appearance made her look like a doll. As if trying to peer into her mind, the eldest cardinal, Georg Melchus, slightly opened his eyes.

‘Indeed, she’s no ordinary person.’

No priest could ascend to the position of bishop-level cardinal based solely on faith. While generally, priests were naive, the position required political astuteness and the ability to navigate various vested interests.

To transcend such interests, one must possess something extraordinary, as the girl before them likely did.

‘The Scale of Justice. There must have been a good reason to hastily appoint her alongside the Sword of Justice to the long-vacant position.’

She looked barely over twenty. Raised in a small convent on the outskirts, she must have had little to learn other than fighting, even under the former vice-captain of the Order of Paladins, berta.

Thus, her equanimity and composure beyond her years must be innate. At that moment, Georg felt a slight shiver down his spine from a girl who had lived less than a quarter of his years.

‘Dangerous.’

But she’s young. Despite the benevolent smile he maintained outwardly, Georg pondered this inwardly. No matter how sharp her intrinsic insight might be, it could never match the accumulated shrewdness derived from long years.


He couldn’t fathom why this girl betrayed Aries, who was to become an apostle of the same Goddess of Justice, and assisted in her dismissal. It could be a rivalry for divine favor, a spur-of-the-moment decision driven by personal feelings, or perhaps hidden motives.

Nevertheless, she was already like prey that had voluntarily walked into a trap.

“The discussion on appointments will take place not at the main headquarters but at Koeltz Archdiocese, where attendees from dioceses outside the Empire will meet. Cardinal Berto, being the archbishop there, oversees a lively and bustling city, a central hub for logistics. Have you visited it?”

“This will be my first time.”

“That’s excellent. Before the discussions begin, this old man will personally introduce you to the wonders of Koeltz. You see, I’ve traveled everywhere within the Empire.”

“I look forward to it, cardinal Georg.”

“Haha… then, let’s adjourn for now.”

While the cardinals from the main headquarters seemed to continue their conversations even after the adjournment, elena turned and left without a word. Georg’s persistent gaze followed her, but she acted as if she didn’t notice it at all.

“Cardinal Georg, what about our commitments with them…?”

“Oh, that matter is already settled.”

Georg, who had been overly cautious of Elena, had no choice but to respond to the other cardinal’s approach. Returning to his usual smiling demeanor, Georg answered the cardinal’s question while muttering inwardly.

‘Hmm… We shall see.’

***

‘This is quite…’

The moment Elena thought she was entirely out of the cardinals’ sight, her face twisted in contempt. The lingering, toxic gaze from Georg Melchus made her feel as if insects were crawling all over her body every time she recalled it.

Indeed, it seems fitting to say that an old coot who had lived nearly a hundred years could still be so perceptive. He continued to regard her, who had raised a hand towards Aries’s dismissal, with suspicion, which didn’t seem likely to dissipate anytime soon.

‘At least until he believes he has complete control over my leash. Isn’t that right?’

Elena quickly restored her expression to its usual impassiveness, as if she had never grimaced. Though most of the clergy at the main headquarters would be retiring for the night, there was still a chance she might encounter someone.

As her gaze turned towards the headquarters of the Paladins, a thought struck her suddenly.

Elena stared at the headquarters of the Paladins for what seemed a long time, her expressionless eyes betraying no emotion. Suddenly, she muttered to herself.


“What could this mean…?”

“I have something to ask you, miss Elena.”

Surprisingly, someone responded to her muttering. A man with his hand on his sword hilt was standing right behind Elena, having somehow appeared without her noticing.

It wasn’t a mystery to Elena that someone had managed to bypass the tight security of the main headquarters to reach this place. The so-called intruder was, after all, an insider.

“Isn’t it frightening for someone to witness this? Sir Leonir.”

“…….”

“How long has it been since you were officially knighted for your meritorious service in safely escorting a portion of the demon’s true body? And here you are, brandishing a sword behind a priest within the main headquarters. Moreover…”

“Elena.”

The intruder—Leonir von Istantil—cut off Elena’s words.

“I have something to ask you.”

The somber tone in his voice was disturbingly different from the usual demeanor of Leonir, making it almost eerie.

Elena quietly nodded.

“Is it true that you supported the dismissal of Dame Aries?”

“Hmm. It seems there is someone among the cardinals who has close ties with the Paladins. Given that you know about it…”

“Please, answer me.”

Elena sighed deeply and clicked her tongue.

“Yes. It’s true that Aries’s dismissal gained real effectiveness because I supported it. After all, I am also someone appointed as an apostle of the Goddess of Justice. I have that level of influence.”

“Why? Why would you … dismiss Dame Aries…?”

“Now, let me ask you something. Sir Leonir, is your current action something Aries is unaware of?”

There was no answer. Leonir’s silence was a tacit confirmation of Elena’s remark.


“Aha… I see. That explains a lot.”

“What do you mean?”

“That’s our affair. But more importantly—”

Scrape.

Elena felt a sudden urge to turn around and strike Leonir with a blunt weapon. How mentally unhinged must he be to draw a sword in the main headquarters? She wished this situation was merely a dream.

But the cold sensation of metal against her neck was unmistakably real.

“Elena. I am not foolish enough to risk my life on empty threats. You must have learned from Dame Berta about how the Paladins operate.”

“That’s what perplexes me more. Paladins are supposed to eradicate heretics according to the divine will and deliver stern punishment to those who violate divine ordinances. Just how does Sir Leonir’s current action align with that?”

“Divine will, huh….”

Leonir, standing behind her, let out a bitter laugh, his eyes glinting sharply as he muttered.

“Are we truly following the divine will? Or the interests of the cardinals?”

“Sir Leonir.”

“To me, the current upper echelons of the church are heretics and degenerates. I am always prepared to become the divine punisher and bring them to justice. If you wish to test whether my resolve is false, continue to remain silent.”

He’s completely lost it. Elena diagnosed Leonir’s state inwardly, frowning. No one, not even Aries, who had been with him since he was a squire, had foreseen that Leonir harbored such a dangerous mindset within his fiery exterior.

It took an outsider, a mere barbarian who had only briefly interacted with him, to notice the bomb ticking within Leonir.

‘So that’s why he told me to remain silent about the plan.’

Elena pondered whether it was more astonishing that Leonir managed to conceal his true nature so well, or that Khan was the only one who perceived it. She swallowed a sigh that threatened to escape her throat.

‘If he goes berserk like this, excluding him might be more certain….’

She remembered Khan’s instructions: if Leonir loses control, let him rampage. No, more than that, create a stage where he could rampage to his heart’s content.

Leonir was just a talented Paladin; what could possibly change if he ran amok? Elena harbored such doubts but was pushed forward by Khan’s meticulous schemes and the silence of the Goddess of Justice.

“Follow me.”

“……?”

“Soon, the discussions for the cardinal appointments will be held at the Koeltz Archdiocese. If we go there, we can uncover what plots the cardinals at the main headquarters are hiding.”

“Does this mean…?!”

“Well, it might be awkward to say now, but… I’ve never truly betrayed Aries. You might not know, but I care for her quite a bit, you see?”

The sword tip that had been pressed against her neck was withdrawn, and she could sense Leonir’s palpable confusion behind her. It dawned on him that the entire church had been played by the act orchestrated by Aries and Elena.

With the revelation, leonir seemed to regain some of his composure and asked Elena in a tone closer to his usual self.

“But will the cardinals permit my departure? The Paladins are currently forbidden from unauthorized movements…”

“That’s true if you’re still a Paladin. As of this moment, I hereby temporarily strip you of your Paladin status, sir Leonir. The charge will be something like threatening a prospective apostle. The punishment will be a temporary banishment and probation outside the main headquarters.”

Elena turned and smiled at Leonir’s astonished face.

“From there, join up with Ron, who’s affiliated with the Magic Tower, and all of you come to Koeltz together.”

For some reason, her smile resembled the one Khan wore when he was about to play a trick on someone.

“Since we’ve decided to set the stage, it’s wise to use every resource at our disposal, don’t you think?”
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The day after Elena’s cardinal appointment deliberation was confirmed, shocking news rocked the main headquarters. Leonir, the young genius of the Paladins and a scion of the prestigious Count Istantil family, was exposed for threatening a priest late at night.

And not just any priest, but one chosen by the Goddess of Justice as a prospective apostle.

Considering there was no actual harm done, the widespread doubts among many priests about Aries’s dismissal decision, and the noble status of the Istantil family, Leonir was not excommunicated. However, due to Elena’s firm insistence, he was temporarily stripped of his Paladin status and exiled beyond the main headquarters.

“You must have been shocked. Leonir, being a rare genius from the Istantil family, was under close watch. Who knew he would act so rashly?”

Cardinal Berto, now the chief of the delegation to Koeltz as well as a cardinal at the main headquarters, expressed his condolences to Elena. Other cardinals also approached to offer their words, to which Elena responded with a still unreadable expression.

Thus, the commotion caused by a single Paladin quickly subsided due to various considerations, and the cardinals from the main headquarters, along with their escort of five hundred paladins, set off for Koeltz.

Leonir, who had been ordered to remain under house arrest at the family estate, headed for the Count Istantil mansion the next day.

The entire mansion was in chaos as the proud young knight, who had become a fully-fledged Paladin in record time, returned in disgrace. The Count himself nearly fainted while raging at Leonir for an explanation of the situation.

However, no one in the entire household managed to extract a satisfactory explanation from Leonir. His only vague defense was that he was acting for the sake of his faith.

Having turned the mansion upside down after not being home for several years, Leonir then secluded himself in his room, forbidding even servants from approaching.

“Cooperated with an external force…”

Leonir’s usual passionate yet considerate nature was nowhere to be seen. In a dark, unlit room, he muttered incessantly to himself, the epitome of madness.

Some in the mansion whispered that the sharp-minded second son had lost his mind, while others speculated he was possessed by a demon. Contrary to their beliefs, Leonir was extremely calm.

“There’s no reason for the church to align itself with any particular force…”

Thus, there was only one possibility. Bishop-level cardinals at the main headquarters made decisions for their personal gain.

The doctrine of the Pantheon Church doesn’t forbid clergy from owning property. However, there is an internal regulation that emphasizes restraining one’s desire for wealth as it can harm one’s faith.

“Selling out the church to fill their bellies…?”

A bitter laugh escaped Leonir’s lips. A bishop-level cardinal is supposed to be the highest-ranking clergy within the Pantheon Church, excluding the Pope or a divine apostle.

Such a rank demands profound faith and exceptional abilities. And yet, these bishop-level cardinals were manipulating the church for personal gain?

It was a situation warranting divine retribution, yet they had not lost their holy powers, still wielding the highest-level holy arts freely. This indicated that the gods had not withdrawn their favor from them.


“Why on earth…?”

Leonir knew that the divine gods could not intervene in mortal affairs constantly. However, shouldn’t it be possible for them to withdraw the powers and favor they had granted to a corrupted believer?

Why were the divine gods allowing these individuals to wield their cardinal authority for personal gain?

His doubts turned into musings, and the musings grew into a festering suspicion within him. Despite this, Leonir did not lose control and run wild.

“Not yet…”

The reason he was able to maintain his composure was simple.

“Go to the Empire, Leonir. Fulfill the purpose you first told me about. When I come to the Empire, I want to witness that change myself.”

The words Khan had spoken when they parted barely held together Leonir’s fragile sanity. At that time, he was truly pathetic. He still believed that he could reform the church and was an overly ambitious fool with inadequate skills.

Yet, Khan trusted him enough to nonchalantly hand over a tremendous war trophy—a piece of the demon’s body. He wouldn’t have done the same. What trust did he have in a much weaker youngling? But Khan did.

“If that’s the case, then I should at least be of some help.”

Leonir grasped the blood-stained mace, ‘Demon Crusher’, with determined eyes as he reaffirmed his resolve.

Four days later.

A group of mercenaries, their origins unknown, visited the Istantil estate, and they disappeared along with the Count’s son, who was rumored to have gone mad.

***

“Haha! What does the young apostle think of Koeltz?”

“It’s a wealthy city.”

“Is it merely wealthy? The faith of Koeltz’s citizens is unparalleled anywhere else in the Empire. They’re so devout that their donations can be overwhelming, to the point where we sometimes have to refuse them.”

Cardinal Berto’s words were filled with pride, and indeed, Koeltz was a bustling and vibrant city worthy of his boasting. The people welcomed the cardinal, arriving under the protection of more than five hundred paladins, with fervent cheers and reverent prayers. The entire city seemed steeped in religious devotion.

‘Truly exemplary, but…’

Elena suppressed the sneer that threatened to surface. She found it ludicrous that Cardinal Berto had orchestrated this display, whether to flaunt the city’s governance or to assert their prominence to her.


“Let’s all proceed to the Koeltz Cathedral!”

After basking in the citizens’ accolades for a while, Cardinal Berto, now evidently satisfied, led the procession onward. Koeltz Cathedral was the second-largest cathedral within the Pantheon Church.

Unlike the main headquarters, which restricted external access, Koeltz Cathedral, second only to the Levant Cathedral that connected ordinary believers to the headquarters, frequently hosted public events due to its prominent location.

It was aesthetically unrivaled, and its grandeur inspired awe, reminding people of the divine majesty.

“Those from external dioceses are already waiting. The discussion about the cardinal appointment will start tomorrow, but for today…”

Leading the procession, Cardinal Berto glanced sideways.

At the end of his gaze stood Aries, dressed in a flowing dress that was fashionable in the southern part of the Empire, with a single sword at her waist.

She appeared so casual that one might mistake her for a noble maiden visiting Koeltz for leisure.

The citizens of Koeltz were so taken aback by her appearance at the center of the procession that they couldn’t look away. Who could think of her as a criminal?

“…Today, we will have a preliminary discussion on the dismissal of Lady Aries, the prospective apostle. Before the actual discussion, the details of the incident will be explained. That will be your role, Priest Elena.”

Sensing something odd in the brief silence, elena followed Berto’s gaze and locked eyes with Aries. The accidental exchange of glances between the two girls required no words. Aries nodded slightly, and Elena returned her gaze forward.

“……Hmm.”

Meanwhile.

Cardinal Georg Melchus, who had been persistently wary of Elena, muttered thoughtfully with a meaningful expression.

***

“Wow, the city’s appearance is distinctive.”

“Indeed, as it’s a hub for logistics. Recently, I heard there were some issues causing delays in the arrival of goods via Koeltz, but it seems in better shape than expected.”

As the fervor that had gripped the city over the arrival of the cardinals from the main headquarters started to subside, a group passing through the gates of Koeltz couldn’t help but exclaim in awe.

Their rustic appearance prompted a guard, who had just allowed them passage, to speak up.

“Are you folks from the Magic Tower? Not familiar with Koeltz, are you?”


“We rarely venture outside the tower.”

“Ah, that makes sense. Mages usually prefer to stay within the tower… No offense intended, just something I’ve heard.”

“That’s alright.”

“Haha. You’re quite understanding for a young one. If you plan to stay in Koeltz for a while, I’d advise avoiding places near the cathedral. The priests from the main headquarters have just arrived, and security is extremely tight.”

The guard’s casual advice made the mercenaries and mages exchange a knowing look. They didn’t show it outwardly but thanked the guard with a silver coin and entered Koeltz.

“Hmm, it seems we aren’t too late after all, Uncle Ron.”

“Still, we should hurry a bit. Our goal is to follow the stench of corruption the cardinals reek of and find evidence, right? Sir Leonir, any particular plan you have in mind?”

“There must be a ‘collaborator’ within Koeltz working with the cardinals.”

This group was none other than the vanished Ron, Jan, and Leonir from the Istantil estate. Following the information Elena had provided, they had tracked the paladin procession to Koeltz.

“But this mission may very well cost us our lives.”

Leonir warned, now dressed not in his usual armor but in light gear similar to the mercenaries.

“I’ll take the lead. You should support me from behind—”

“Oh, now, what are you saying? Telling us to stay back?”

“There’s no need for you to get entangled in the church’s internal power struggle.”

“We came to help the Paladin lass, who is your comrade. Why are you treating us like strangers? Instead, why not share what you know? The Leonir I know wouldn’t ask us to dive into anything without some leads.”

Ron spoke cheerfully without a hint of hesitation, and Jan, though somewhat dazed, was on the same page. Leonir’s eyes wavered slightly seeing them, but then he sighed, as if resigned, and began to speak.

He recounted that night when he heard Elena’s true thoughts and the message from Khan through her. It was then that Leonir understood why this mission might cost him his life.

“Soon… there will be a secret meeting between Paradise Bank and the cardinals within the lord’s manor of Koeltz.”
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In the Empire, lords wield considerable power.

Unlike the Argon Kingdom, where governors merely ruled in place of the king under the title of ‘mayor’, lords were the true rulers and kings of their lands. They invested heavily in their domains, and the fruits of this labor were the knights of the Empire.

The Imperial Intelligence Agency even used the strength of a noble’s knights as a measure of their power. The formidable knights significantly influenced political clout.

“Koeltz’s forces consist of five high-ranking knights and eleven low-ranking knights.”

Several high-ranking knights together could slaughter even superhumans; having five such monsters along with over ten low-ranking knights of unparalleled skill compared to border kingdom knights made the Koeltz lord’s manor akin to a small impregnable fortress.

“Of course, not all those knights are deployed for guarding the manor. But even with just two high-ranking knights, our current force would be no match. Plus, with the cardinals’ blessings, the place would truly become impregnable…”

“I’ve heard that the elves’ elemental magic is unbeatable in direct combat. Human senses can’t detect it, so it would be challenging without ambushing them first, right?”

“Hmm, it sounds like there’s no solution.”

A moment of silence followed.

Having rented an entire empty house as a temporary base, they encountered a significant hurdle right at the beginning of their plan to infiltrate the lord’s manor.

“In terms of sheer force, we are significantly outmatched. To an insurmountable degree.”

Their group was certainly not weak.

Leonir, as a Paladin, could boast impenetrable defense even against high-ranking knights if he put his mind to it. Jan’s magic, having grown immensely, was now close to his master’s level.

Combining this with Ron’s instincts, they should have had a winning formula in most situations. But their opponent was formidable.

Koeltz Archdiocese had been a stronghold of the church for a long time, producing numerous high-ranking priests and paladins. In terms of power alone, the Istantil family of Count Leonir could not compare.

“I really miss him.”

Ron muttered absentmindedly, deepening the already heavy atmosphere.

They had set out with great momentum, but now that they faced the actual task, there seemed to be no solution. The sense of futility was something they rarely experienced when Khan was around.

Even in seemingly impossible situations, Khan had always broken through with his extraordinary abilities.

“Is there a particular reason we have to strike during the meeting? Wouldn’t it be better to wait until after it’s over and catch them when they disperse?”


Breaking the silence, Jan posed this question, to which Leonir shook his head.

“The meeting between the bank and the cardinals will likely result in distributing whatever benefits they negotiate on the spot. If we strike after the meeting, we’ll only be chasing shadows. We need to intercept and expose them during the transaction to get concrete evidence.”

Ron nodded, understanding the gravity.

“So, we need to catch them red-handed.”

Leonir confirmed.

“Exactly. It’s risky, but it’s our best chance to reveal their corruption and bring justice.”

The group exchanged determined glances, realizing the enormity of their task but also the importance of their mission.

“If we merely claim that it was a coincidental overlap of their movements, it won’t stir any repercussions and will be buried quietly. That’s why Sir Khan provided us with the details of the secret meeting—to launch a decisive raid.”

“Hmm… That’s not entirely off the mark.”

It’s plausible, given the power wielded by the Triumvirate. If the secret meeting details were shared to prompt a raid, as speculated, it’s an understandable assumption. But—

“Even if Khan could easily execute such a risky plan, he wouldn’t necessarily expect us to do the same. He always takes on the dangerous roles himself. And if the sole objective were to ambush the meeting, why would the Paladin lady and Elena stage such an elaborate act?”

“Well…”

“It means there’s something more. Something Elena is hiding. It’s likely part of Khan’s plan too, isn’t it?”

Had Elena been deliberately withholding information from them? Leonir found Ron’s reasoning fairly convincing. At the same time, he pondered why that would be necessary. What if they made a mistake and jeopardized the plan?

“Anyway, it won’t do us any good to mull over it endlessly. Let’s each try to find out something today. The meeting will surely take place after the deliberations at the cathedral conclude, right? We have some time until then.”

As the dilemma deepened, Ron declared a temporary break, realizing that immediate worry wouldn’t yield an answer.

Ron and Jan, being relatively free to move around, went out to gather useful information, while Leonir, mindful of the paladins’ watchful eyes, stayed put at the temporary base.

With no significant movements, Leonir sat idly by the window, observing the outside until something caught his attention around sunset.

‘A nun…?’

An elderly woman and a beautiful young woman dressed in nun habits, which covered every part of their skin except their faces, were walking down the streets of Koeltz.


Ordinarily, Leonir wouldn’t have been intrigued just by the sight of two nuns. It wasn’t unusual for nuns from Koeltz Cathedral to stroll through the city, was it?

The young woman’s face alone, visible through her headpiece, was stunning enough to turn heads. However, Leonir wasn’t someone who showed interest solely based on looks.

As the young nun, navigating through the bustling crowd, accidentally bumped into someone, her veil slipped slightly, revealing a sharp, pointed contour underneath. In that instant, Leonir couldn’t contain his urgency and jumped up, knocking over his chair.

Bang!

Despite the chair’s leg breaking, sending it tumbling, Leonir had no time to worry about such trifles.

‘If my eyes aren’t deceiving me, the sharp outline under the veil is unmistakable…!’

With the two clues: a stunningly beautiful face and the sharp contour hidden under the veil, it was enough to guess her identity.

‘An elf!’

Leonir was about to dash out from the base to pursue the elf but hesitated.

What if, in his hasty pursuit, he was caught? Or what if Ron and Jan returned to the base in his absence, causing unnecessary confusion and problems? Caution suggested he remain still.

But—.

‘I can’t let such a valuable clue slip away right before my eyes!’

The fruit was too tempting to let pass by.

Leaving ‘Demon Crusher’ at the base to avoid drawing attention, Leonir strapped on a sword he had bought from a blacksmith along the way and headed out.

As he turned his head, the fake nun was nearly engulfed by the crowd. Leonir pushed through the people, closing the distance.

“What the hell, man!”

“Ah! Who’s this brute…?”

Leonir’s formidable physique as a Paladin allowed him to move through the crowd with ease. After passing several people, the fake nuns came into clear view.

‘Where are they going?’

Leonir, blending into the crowd, began to follow them, curious about their destination.


To his surprise, the nuns were moving in the opposite direction of Koeltz Cathedral. Initially, he thought they were disguised as nuns to enter the cathedral, but that wasn’t the case.

Then why the need for the disguise? Anyone from the cathedral would find their behavior suspicious.

‘Let’s follow them and see.’

Leonir decided to follow them without engaging directly. A premature confrontation could derail their entire plan. Discovering where they were staying would be a significant find in itself…

Leonir’s tracking continued until the setting sun completely disappeared. By then, any ordinary nun would have been exhausted from walking so much. However, the two showed no signs of fatigue.

Additionally—

Even though Leonir wasn’t familiar with Koeltz, it was clear that the fake nuns’ route was aimless and erratic. They seemed to be wandering around the entire city.

‘More importantly, it’s getting dangerous…’

Even a large city like Koeltz would naturally see a reduction in the crowd as night fell. With fewer people around, the risk and difficulty of tailing them would increase.

Despite this, Leonir continued his pursuit, maintaining a safe distance and blending into the diminishing crowd.

Leonir had to make a decision.

Should he take the risk to gather more information, or retreat and plan for another time?

‘Do I have any other choice?’

His decision was swift.

For now, he would retreat. Even though he hadn’t confirmed the elf’s presence definitively, witnessing it firsthand was valuable enough.

As Leonir quietly turned to head back to the temporary base, he halted abruptly.

‘Disappeared…?’

The old woman among the two fake nuns had vanished without a trace. She hadn’t sunk into the ground, yet within moments, she had seemingly disappeared.

“Young man, your tailing skills are quite amateurish.”

“……!”

Leonir had no time to react to the voice that resounded right beside his ear. The next instant, a strong hand gripped his nape, followed by a heavy blow to his temple.

The impact was severe enough to render an ordinary person unconscious, possibly even causing a concussion. However, Leonir’s hardy Paladin physique only caused him slight dizziness.

The assailant seemed to have anticipated this, as they continued to force him down by striking his hamstring, making him kneel, and increasing the pressure on his nape.

‘Divine Armor…!’

A faint glow began to envelop Leonir’s body. It was a sign that he was summoning his Divine Armor, which he had withdrawn to avoid attracting attention.

But before the Divine Armor could fully manifest—

Thud─.

Leonir’s consciousness faded.

***

‘So far, nothing seems out of place.’

In a private room at Koeltz Cathedral, specially reserved for the prospective apostle Elena, she was organizing her thoughts. Her ears pricked up at the sound of footsteps beyond the door.

Tap-tap-tap.

The steps didn’t pass by her room but stopped, followed by a polite knock and a voice she had become familiar with lately.

“It’s Georg Melchus.”

The visitor’s identity was somewhat unexpected, yet not entirely unwelcome.

“Come in…”

As she was about to invite him in, her gaze landed on the flail propped in the corner of the room.

‘Better to be safe.’

Elena opened the door a moment later.

“Apologies for the delay. I was straightening my attire after waking from a nap…”

“No need to apologize; it’s my fault for coming at such a late hour.”

“But what brings you here at this hour, Cardinal Georg?”

“Ah… well, the meeting you were so curious about has been moved up to tonight. Originally, cardinal Clemens was meant to accompany me, but she had an unexpected issue and couldn’t make it. So…”

Georg smiled warmly.

“They also seem eager to meet the prospective apostle… Would you be willing to accompany me? It appears they’ve received an unexpected visitor as well.”
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Elena, following Georg Melchus out of the cathedral, squinted her eyes and scanned the crusaders awaiting outside.

‘Twelve….’

The crusaders of the Pantheon Church were not only priests trained in basic divine arts but also elite warriors hardened by grueling, hellish training.

Unlike the private soldiers of nobles who demanded exorbitant pay, these crusaders were cost-efficient in their maintenance.

Fundamentally ascetic due to their devotion to the church’s faith, they embraced a mindset that regarded offering their martial prowess in return for divine grace.

Furthermore, the crusaders summoned to guard the cardinal of the main sanctuary were inevitably of the highest caliber. To Elena’s eyes, those twelve crusaders were likely Georg’s trusted aides and some of the strongest within the crusader ranks.

‘As expected….’

It made sense that Georg wouldn’t be foolish enough to bring crusaders to a secret meeting without ensuring their absolute loyalty. Elena felt a twisting sense of disgust. That the church’s corruption had spread so widely….

“If anything happens, they will serve as a reliable shield. No need to worry. This way, please.”

Though they were said to be her guards, she knew they were actually there to prevent any unexpected moves on her part. However, instead of showing her displeasure outright, Elena maintained her usual stoic expression.

The night streets of Koeltz, blanketed by darkness, were eerily quiet compared to the day, almost as though people had vanished as night fell.

“Quiet, isn’t it?”

“Koeltz is known to be one of the cities with the lowest crime rates in the empire, isn’t it? While only the Imperial Family might have the precise figures, this quiet night seems to be evidence enough, wouldn’t you say?”

Georg deftly sidestepped Elena’s veiled question implying his involvement.

“I have heard much about the piety of the Genswein family, even living in a distant kingdom. They have long been staunch friends and benefactors of the Pantheon Church. Indeed, this city lives up to its reputation.”

“The lord of Koeltz would be most delighted to hear that. For someone who will become the Scales of Justice to confirm such piety is truly an honor.”

Sparks seemed to fly between the two as they conversed. Despite the gentle tone of their words, their exchange was sharp and pointed. And once again, the verdict favored Elena’s side.

Through the recent conversation, Elena was half-convinced that the lord of Koeltz was either in cahoots with or a pawn of Georg. Additionally, she guessed they weren’t heading to the lord’s mansion.

“This is….”

Following Georg’s lead somewhere, Elena murmured softly. Was this a district for nobles?


“The villas built by nobles or influential merchants from other cities are mainly located here, aren’t they? As someone who has dedicated their life to the clergy, I don’t know too much about it. But they say that during the harvest season, the city becomes paralyzed by the throngs coming to view the river scenery,” Georg explained with a gentle expression, like a grandfather explaining something to his granddaughter. He then whispered quickly to the crusaders before turning back around.

“Let’s proceed. It seems there is no separate reception.”

The luxurious houses built along the riverside were all three or four stories high, with continuously added terraces protruding in a very cluttered manner. This was a side effect of the owners adding various features to flaunt their status.

However, such structures seemed useful for holding secret meetings. The interiors were obscured from the street view and the elongated terraces created shadows so thick that, on nights like this, it was nearly impossible to see anything clearly.

‘Not a single sign of life,’ Elena thought.

It was the off-season for nobles visiting for sightseeing, contributing to the desolate atmosphere. Elena, Georg, and the crusaders entered an area lined with villas and stopped in front of one sporting the sign ‘Theoron Trading Company’.

“Theoron is famous for dealing in spices. They’ve entered into a partnership with the Platinum Merchants of the Renford Kingdom, making them quite promising. There are even rumors that the lord’s mansion in Koeltz cannot host a banquet without Theoron’s spices.”

“The Platinum Merchants, you say.”

“Yes. Given that you are a priestess from the frontier, you must have heard of them.”

Elena nodded slightly without any particular response. The crusaders opened the villa’s door, and Georg and Elena entered the garden.

“It seems they’ve also allied with Theoron.”

Georg noted, making an obvious deduction aloud not to belittle Elena but perhaps to emphasize the considerable influence of their soon-to-be ‘collaborators’.

Creak.

The door of the villa opened easily, as though it had been waiting for guests late into the night.

The interior was extremely dark. The only source of light was the faint moonlight streaming in from the windows, utterly insufficient to illuminate the expansive hall.

The tension among the two crusaders who accompanied them for security was palpable. However, Georg and Elena stepped inside unguardedly, seeming unperturbed by the possibility of an ambush.

As they moved closer to where the moonlight shone, a scent, like one from deep within a forest, filled the air so intensely that it almost numbed their senses.

“This smell…?”

“Come to think of it, I haven’t informed you of our collaborator’s identity yet. Well, at this point, hiding it seems rather pointless….”

Elena, hidden in the darkness of the mansion and unable to see Georg’s shoulders clearly, felt as though he was somehow smiling. After all, why wouldn’t he be pleased when his prey had fallen into the trap he had set?


“There is only one race in the Midlands that exudes such a deep forest scent that it tingles one’s nose….”

“You’re saying you’ve allied with the elves?”

“Yes, correct! To be precise, we have an agreement with ‘Paradise’, the faction that founded the Paradise Bank….”

Georg laughed heartily, finding joy in finally revealing the long-held secret.

“In exchange for using the church’s influence to change perceptions about Paradise Bank and the elves, they promised unrestricted support to the archdiocese’s lands. The prosperity of Koeltz has been furthered by the bank’s support, and soon other diocesan territories will enjoy similar benefits.”

“Isn’t that contrary to the teachings? Cardinal Georg.”

“Haha! What a disappointing statement for a candidate who is destined to become the Goddess’s Scales of Justice.”

Georg retorted, as if genuinely surprised, even sounding aggrieved.

“With the help of Paradise, the lands of faith will become more fertile, and those ignorant of faith will reflect upon themselves seeing the prosperity of the diocesan territories and will enter the path of faith. This is the fundamental purpose of the Pantheon Church! And we are shepherds who feed and protect our flock. Isn’t this my duty?”

“Can you genuinely prove that all the money Paradise Bank is pouring in is purely for the sake of the flock?”

“Priestess Elena…. How pitiable you are! You still misunderstand….! The gods do not doubt our faith. They merely oversee our duties! Abstinence, temperance—those are merely perspectives of mortal men!”

With a voice impossibly robust for a ninety-two-year-old, Georg refuted the core tenets of the Pantheon Church’s doctrine, spreading his arms wide.

“I have fulfilled my duty. Though unintended benefits arose, is that truly a failing? Absolutely not! With this old body unable to carry out duties, I borrowed strength from external means to regain my lost youth, and thanks to that, I am more faithful than anyone in performing a shepherd’s duties. If this is truly a failing, why do my prayers still receive answers from my God─!”

Huff.

For the first time, Georg Melchus revealed his true sentiment, appearing possessed with a hint of madness. Breathing heavily, his eyes shone with an eerie gleam in the darkness.

“Well, I’ve shown a shameful side of myself to someone I shouldn’t have.”

“Indeed. You revealed yourself too candidly, didn’t you, Cardinal Georg?”

“…Priestess Elena?”

Georg’s eyes twitched in puzzled surprise.

It was mystifying to him that Elena, despite hearing the shocking statements from the oldest clergyman and the highest-ranking member of the church, showed no signs of being taken aback.


Instead, she even let out a chuckle, further disconcerting Georg. What’s with that reaction…?

“Well, the unique scent of elves is something no one can imitate, right? That’s why you so easily took the bait, Cardinal Georg.”

“What do you mean by that—?”

“Lady Neria. I think it’s safe to stop acting now. Who would’ve thought he’d spill everything without any prompting—.”

“Priestess Elena! What are you talking about!”

“What do you think?”

A familiar, aged voice rang out from behind an infuriated Georg. A voice so familiar to him but unheard of in this empire.

“It means I’ve heard and seen your vile corruption with my own two ears and eyes, Georg Melchus.”

As Georg’s face twisted in panic, multiple figures emerged from the darkness. Among them were a beautiful woman and an old woman, both of whom had concealed their pointed ears under dark monastic robes, and….

“You wretched, corrupted soul…!”

Leonir, who was thought to be subdued by them, appeared perfectly fine.

“How could you… The person who dedicated the longest time to faith has fallen to this state, Georg.”

Finally, an elderly man donned in the cardinal’s attire, with a narrow-sleeved white robe and a short crimson cloak, stepped forward.

Seeing the elf’s face, which was hidden by the hood, Georg shouted in betrayal.

“You, you! Aren’t you the elf who informed me of this meeting’s schedule…!”

“Uh… I apologize.”

“A- Apologize?”

That haughty race apologizing? Georg couldn’t believe his ears at the unexpected response. When the elf threw off the hood covering her ears, Georg was even more shocked.

‘Scarlet?!’

Indeed.

The scarlet hair hidden beneath the hood was a color never seen among the elves Georg had met.

“I am a half-elf. Though I was only fulfilling a request, I ended up lying….”

“What are you apologizing for? Neria, you should hold your head high and be proud.”

“But, I impersonated someone affiliated with the church….”

“It was unavoidable. Even the Golden Tower’s dye couldn’t change your hair color. In that sense, the monastic robes were the most fitting attire, don’t you think?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

As Georg listened to the exchange with a blank expression, anger slowly crept across his face. He had been deceived!

Yet, Georg found himself unable to take any action to escape the situation. His body froze under the eerie gaze of the old woman standing before him.

“Well, don’t think of it as unjust. Cardinal Georg… no, former Cardinal.”

“Berta…!”

The old woman—known as the Crusher of Carpenta in the empire and a former vice-commander of the Paladins—stood before him. After her retirement, she was rumored to have been running a small convent in a frontier kingdom.

And here she was now. Clad in resplendent holy armor, as if she had regained the strength of her prime.

“Today, Koeltz will become the graveyard of the corrupted. Including you, along with all the elves of Paradise Bank.”
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“Quick, protect me—!”

The moment Georg met Berta’s eyes, he shouted in a frenzy. Crusaders waiting outside burst through the entrance.

“Cardinal!”

“Use holy arts…!”

“Wait, who are these people…?”

The crusaders, like the two who had accompanied Georg earlier, stood dumbfounded, encountering unexpected figures.

Even setting aside the red-haired half-elf, the presence of Berta, notorious as the Crusher of Carpenta, and a knight from the Istantil family who was supposed to be under house arrest, were shocking enough.

But the sight of an old man looking back at them with a similarly stunned expression was even more startling for the crusaders.

“Cardinal Zion…?!”

“Why is the Archbishop of Levant here…?”

Zion Saint Verde.

The Archbishop of Levant, who serves as the public front of the Pantheon Church in place of its hidden main sanctuary. Though he holds the rank of cardinal in name, his influence among the citizens is said to be greater due to the special status of being the cardinal of Levant, the city where the emperor resides.

“How did someone as devout as you, Georg Melchus, fall into such corruption?”

Zion sighed, witnessing Georg’s depravity firsthand.

“How can you not be shocked at this sight?”

“None of you are free of his crimes.”

The crusaders flinched at Cardinal Zion’s stern rebuke. Despite his white hair and bent back, the sheer force of Zion’s voice made even warriors who could handle a hundred men step back.

“Instead of restraining his excesses, you were deceived by his schemes. And yet, you dare call yourselves crusaders?”

“Silence, you vile hypocrite. You know the heavenly truth and yet still spout such nonsense!”

Though Georg was robust compared to the elderly Cardinal Zion, it was evident to everyone who witnessed it that Zion exuded greater presence.


“Georg, the moment you deemed yourself a shepherd, you began to stray. We are merely heads leading small flocks among many sheep. That means the heavens are our shepherd. When did you start considering yourself so noble?”

“What are you waiting for? Stop them immediately—!”

As the crusaders’ hesitation grew, Georg ceased talking and began urging them into action. Despite their clear numerical and strategic advantage, the weight of Berta’s reputation as a paladin made the crusaders reconsider their allegiance.

Crusaders who had once abandoned faith for personal gain could just as easily abandon loyalty for their own safety once more.

“You fools! Do you think you’ll walk away from here alive? Your opponents are paladins!”

“Move aside.”

Georg was pounding his chest in frustration when Leonir, who had been silently observing the scene, softly muttered and sprang into action.

Leonir’s armor was absent, and his sword was merely one acquired from an ordinary blacksmith. The difference in quality between his gear and the equipment crafted by the finest imperial craftsmen, sanctified by the highest priests, and worn by the crusaders was stark and embarrassing.

“Stop—!”

A crusader, still indecisive about the situation, raised his shield against Leonir’s sudden advance. Regardless of the turmoil, ignoring the immediate threat wasn’t an option.

But that was a mistake.

Cling—! Thud.

Leonir’s carnage did not stop there. Despite the crusader’s holy armor, Leonir destabilized his stance by body-checking him with the shield and then thrusting his sword through the armor’s gaps, felling the elite warrior in an instant.

The crusaders’ expressions hardened, witnessing their comrade’s death. Instinctively, they moved into their most practiced formation to counter Leonir.

The crusaders’ training included methods to face superhumans, and their sparring partners were inevitably paladins. In essence, the crusaders were well-versed in tactics against paladins.

Moreover, their adversary was a newly ordained paladin. The crusaders, each handpicked amongst the best, believed they could handle him.

“Move aside.”

Bang…! Bang…! Bang—!

The moment Leonir squeezed himself into the gaps of their formation, it became evident that their judgment was flawed.

Even a superhuman would bleed when slashed and suffer fatal injuries if struck properly. Therefore, they typically avoided strategies that involved unnecessary risk. But Leonir was different. Paladins were different.


“Aaargh!”

“This, this is madness…!”

Screams and shouts of shock echoed as Leonir took hits from swords and, while gripping a crusader’s helmet, shoved his blade into the visor, causing chaos.

Leonir showed no fear of the crusaders’ swords. Even if the blades were toughened by the priest’s blessings, they were not as sturdy as a paladin’s holy armor. The radiant light surrounding Leonir’s body armor was beyond comparison to his previous state.

“Move aside!”

Leonir shattered the crusader’s helmet, twisting his neck backward with a relentless charge, demonstrating overwhelming force. The crusaders finally realized their misconception. The way paladins fought in training was entirely different from their real combat methods.

Boom!

With a resounding crash, the last crusader’s helmet caved in.

It took Leonir just a few seconds to eliminate the twelve elite crusaders, a feat impossible for a newly ordained paladin, especially considering his inadequate armor and weaponry. It was an extraordinary occurrence, but there was no time to ponder it.

“Damn it…!”

The moment Georg saw the crusaders crumble so easily, he turned and fled. And in the direction he ran stood Elena.

“Stay right there; you’ll be my hostage…!”

Georg’s eyes gleamed, thinking he had found a way to save himself upon seeing her. He thought he could easily overpower an ordinary priestess with his robust physique.

“Really, everyone thinks the same.”

Elena spoke. Naturally, a robust elderly man who had only been dedicated to the clergy his entire life was no match for Elena, who had honed her skills as a warrior under Berta.

Thud!

With a swift motion, Georg was slammed from mid-air to the ground, his back hitting first. His silent scream filled the air.

Thud.

“Well, I’ll give you this; you did put up a fight, Cardinal Georg.”

“Ugh…!”


“Thanks to you foolishly falling for our trap, things got a whole lot easier.”

Elena scoffed at Georg, who groaned beneath her foot pressing against his chest.

“You’ll regret this…!”

“Regret? You’re slow to understand the situation….”

“You’ll never be able to prove my corruption! How can you possibly link the Paradise Bank to me─!”

It was a desperate but not entirely baseless outburst. Executing a bishop-level cardinal like Georg on the spot was unthinkable; the evidence was limited to witness testimony and circumstantial proof.

If he persisted with his denials, he might manage to save his life. However, one among them would not allow even the slightest chance of escape.

“We already have the evidence in hand.”

The plan was to deploy their strongest asset at the crucial moment.

“Our Sword of Justice, who has been holding back all this time.”

“……!”

***

“Haha! The Deputy Manager surely has a fine taste for liquor. This traditional elven brew is simply extraordinary!”

“It’s a pleasure to hear that. The brewers among my kind would be delighted to know that the lord of the empire himself appreciates it.”

“Wahaha…! Indeed! The artisans who crafted such precious liquor deserve all the praise from me!”

Roun chuckled softly, downing the special medicinal wine procured from Paradise.

‘Got him completely.’

While the elven concoctions are highly beneficial to elves, they are extremely toxic to other races—especially short-lived ones. Even an allegedly wise noble of the empire has become a fool, utterly enthralled by elven wine, allowing his mind to be manipulated at will.

‘That foolish cardinal is already halfway under our control…’

“By the way, it seems about time to inform the church. What do you think, Koeltz Lord?”

“Hmm? Ah, yes, you’re right. But I believe we should wait until the other matter is resolved. Given the gravity of the situation, they should ensure it’s handled thoroughly.”

“You mentioned that the one chosen as a prospective apostle by the Goddess of Justice might become a hindrance?”

“Hmm. It’s more of a conflict due to differing perspectives rather than an outright obstacle. Hopefully, the entire church will come to understand soon. So let’s wait until tomorrow. Besides, we still have plenty of wine left, don’t we?”

Despite the Lord of Koeltz’ gluttonous gulping of the wine, lacking any persuasion, Roun nodded with a smile. The fact that the lord was heavily dependent on the elven concoctions was, after all, not a disadvantage for Paradise.

“Well, moving on…”

The lord, who seemed intent on replacing all the fluids in his body with wine, finally turned his attention to the new guest after draining yet another bottle in one go.

“Is it not to your taste? The chef at the mansion put a lot of effort into preparing it. Is there something you find displeasing?”

Surprisingly, the Koeltz Lord, who had maintained a dismissive attitude even towards the deputy manager of Paradise Bank, now spoke with humble respect.

Even more surprising was that the recipient of this respect accepted it as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

“I’m fine. I’ve never been much of a drinker.”

“That’s a shame. Such delicious wine… You must be very disciplined to regulate even your diet for the sake of maintaining your physique. As expected, your reputation precedes you.”

“Let me step out for a bit of fresh air.”

“Of course, take your time.”

As the man stepped out, leaving the Koeltz Lord behind, Roun followed him outside with a smiling face.

“You seem hesitant, acting master.”

“… Shut up.”

“Coming all the way from the Mountains to Koeltz in such secrecy must mean you’ve already made up your mind, haven’t you?”

The man who had extracted such courteous treatment from an imperial noble, Cain Lichtaff, scowled at Roun’s serpentine eyes.

“Found you. Elf.”

“…!”

But before he could respond, a pristine puppet-like figure burst through the terrace floor with such speed and force that it surpassed Cain’s perception.

Boom!! Crash! Crash!
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‘A paladin?!’

Even as the floor beneath him crumbled, Cain remained acutely aware, quickly deducing that the assailant was a paladin. The radiant white glow was a hallmark of paladins.

But he was utterly stunned to find that the paladin was a small girl, someone he had only heard of through rumors—the prospective apostle now standing before him as an adversary.

“Thurisaz!”

Proving that he was far from a mere desk-bound deputy manager, Roun, having leapt upwards as the floor collapsed, extended his hand downwards. An incantation in ancient language enveloped him in a shield of elemental magic.

Realizing he was the target of the ambush, he quickly deployed the defensive barrier. Aries, the platinum-blonde paladin who had broken through the floor, clashed her sword against the illusory barrier, producing a deafening noise.

The elemental magic dispersed after deflecting Aries’ sword strike, but it served its purpose. Without the ability to fly, Aries plummeted back onto the shattered terrace.

“Stand back.”

The moment Aries’ feet touched the ground, a sword strike grazed just past her neck with a chilling screech.

“Prospective apostle of the Pantheon Church. If you continue to attack, I won’t hold back….”

“So you’re one of them, too.”

Cain’s eyes widened in surprise. Despite his warning strike, Aries was charging straight at him.

“Paladins… what a troublesome lot…!”

For a swordmaster, paladins were merely straightforward targets—beasts relying on their unique defensive and regenerative abilities to launch monotonous attacks. Especially for someone of Cain Leichtahp’s skill, unless she was a captain-level paladin, he could be confident in a fatal strike.

However, he had not yet fully committed to his decision. Even contemplating an alliance with Paradise, the thought of directly killing a prospective apostle weighed heavily on him.

“Tch…!”

But there was no time for hesitation. Aries had already closed the distance, ready to engage in direct combat. Caught in indecision, Cain’s only remaining option was to subdue Aries without killing her.

“Sacrifice an arm if you must!”

The distinctive segmented sword technique of the Volatus school engulfed Aries. Even a paladin could not simply charge through the dozens of sword phantoms before her.

“Too naive.”


But Aries did just that. Recognizing Cain’s intent to subdue rather than kill, she plunged herself straight into the heart of his sword technique. With extraordinary courage, she executed a reckless charge that few could emulate.

Her white dress quickly soaked with blood. But the injuries she sustained were a small price to pay for neutralizing Cain’s attack. Minor cuts were hardly considered injuries for a high-ranking paladin like her.

“This crazy…!”

Cain had not anticipated that Aries would charge straight into his sword technique—a suicidal move—forcing him to adjust the trajectory to avoid killing her. As a consequence, Aries’ armored foot slammed into Cain’s abdomen.

Boom!

The sound, more reminiscent of a drum than human flesh, echoed as Cain’s body was flung backwards.

Aries had no intention of losing the momentum of the battle. Using the immense strength of a paladin, she quickly stomped forward to close the distance between them once more.

Swish!

A sword strike targeted her forehead. With quick reflexes, Aries tilted her head, narrowly avoiding a fatal wound. However, the opportunity for a follow-up attack was lost.

“You insolent…!”

Cain grimaced as he pushed the debris aside and stood up. He had managed to minimize the impact by jumping back just in time, but the blow was still powerful enough to cause severe internal injuries.

Realizing that Aries had no hesitation in her attacks, unlike him, Cain’s resolve hardened.

“I won’t hold back any longer. Apostle or not, I’ll shred you to pieces—!”

“Blessing.”

Aries’ response was a prayer to her God. The blessing of the Goddess of Justice, intended for the future apostle, infused her body. She became faster and stronger, her senses sharpened to a razor’s edge, allowing her to react instantaneously to sudden shocks.

Crack!

As she felt the sensation of her holy armor being pierced from behind, Aries darted to the side. However, she couldn’t completely evade the attack, and an invisible claw raked her right arm, staining it with blood.

“Whatever possessed you to undertake this assault, you’ll regret it. Short-lived apostle.”

Glancing briefly at her tattered arm, Aries turned her head to the left. Cain, wiping blood from his mouth, glared at her with murderous intent. He hadn’t mitigated all the impact and was visibly injured.

Meanwhile, numerous figures gathered in the garden below the shattered terrace.


“Protect the master!”

“Spread out and prevent the assailant from escaping—!”

The sound of approaching Genswein family soldiers grew louder. Among them were knights clad in full-body armor inscribed with enchantments, including two high-ranking knights of immense presence.

“Is that the prospective apostle being discussed for dismissal?”

“Looks like it.”

Two high-ranking knights from the Genswein family had arrived, along with seven lower-ranking knights, considered elite even by frontier kingdom standards.

In addition, the garden was quickly surrounded by nearly a hundred soldiers, indicating the high level of the Genswein family’s private army.

“…….”

Unless one was a hero-class combatant, considered among the finest even in the empire, overcoming the sheer disparity of power was nearly impossible. Paladins may have the highest combat endurance among knights, mages, and swordsmen, but even someone like Aries would find it difficult to escape from such overwhelming odds.

“Surrender now. I don’t know why you assaulted this estate, but this is a grave offense….”

“So, you all knew your lord was in league with the elves.”

Aries muttered quietly. It was almost inaudible unless one stood right next to her. Yet, everyone present heard her clearly.

“The Genswein family has been long-time friends of the church, but that doesn’t mean we can interfere in local governance. It’s not unusual for the Lord of Koeltz to collaborate with a business entity like Paradise Bank.” responded another high-ranking knight, sternly.

“I am here as a deputy of Count Vigo Genswein, the Lord of Koeltz and head of the Genswein family. If you surrender now, we’ll consider merely detaining you, understanding this as a mistake committed by a young apostle on the verge of dismissal.” the knight reiterated.

“Hm… What is your take on this, acting master of Sword Mountain?”

Roun asked, dusting off his clothes and seemingly finding the situation amusing.

“…Tch.”

From Cain’s perspective, who had yet to make a definitive decision, Aries posed a significant problem. As a witness who had seen him with a representative of the Paradise Bank, she compromised his position.

Rejecting Roun’s proposal would leave him entangled due to Aries’ testimony, while accepting it would leave him with a bothersome loose end.

‘Would it be better to kill her here…?’


Naturally, the thought of silencing Aries surfaced in Cain’s mind.

“Paladin, over here─!”

A loud man’s voice echoed from the outskirts of the mansion where the Genswein family soldiers were setting up a perimeter. Moments later—

Several burly men rolled through the broken garden wall. Recognizing these men as soldiers of the Genswein family, the two high-ranking knights realized Aries had not infiltrated the premises alone.

“She has reinforcements! Given the disturbance, there must be a mage…!”

“I’ll handle this, senior.” one of the high-ranking knights said, leaping through the opening created by the magical explosion. However, an unseen force enveloped him mid-air, interfering with his movement.

As if gravity itself were altered around him, his body began to levitate.

“Gray!”

The high-ranking knight emitted a wave of aura to dispel the magic, shouting the incantation’s nature as he pounded the ground once more to secure an ally. It was a reckless charge, paying no heed to any magical bombardments.

At that moment, a war hammer struck the knight’s armor from beyond the breach.

Bang!

However, the force was far too weak to halt his charge, and the knight scoffed as he clearly saw his attacker—a middle-aged man with a slightly dazed look.

Judging by his appearance, he seemed to be a mercenary, an unworthy ally for a prospective apostle in the knight’s eyes. He extended his hand towards the man.

“Figured as much. Have a taste of this!”

“…!”

Just then, the war hammer, unable to penetrate the aura barrier moments before, suddenly gleamed.

Bang—!

The knight was hurled back far, crashing into the lord’s mansion due to the explosion of repulsive force from the inscribed gray magic on the war hammer. Though the shock wasn’t massive, the sudden expulsion of force made any form of resistance impossible.

The middle-aged mercenary, Ron, who had repelled the high-ranking knight with quick wits, swung the heated war hammer over his shoulder and shouted, “Miss! Over here, quickly!”

“How did you get here?”

“That can be explained later! Jan has cleared a path, so hurry…!”

Ron’s tone was urgent as he urged Aries.

And it was understandable. Jan’s magic had momentarily breached the perimeter, but the situation was still dire given the enemy’s strength. This was likely their last chance as the opposition hesitated.

“No, we don’t need to escape.”

“What do you mean…? Could it be, is he coming?!”

Ron asked with a skeptical look.

Given his intuition, the situation didn’t seem favorable. Yet Aries remained remarkably unperturbed, suggesting there was no danger at all. This led Ron to suspect that perhaps Khan himself would intervene directly.

“No.”

Aries shook her head in response.

“Khan is elsewhere, dealing with something else.”

“Then how are you going to handle all of them…?”

“Paladins.”

“Paladins…?”

Not just a single paladin?

Ron’s face twisted in confusion, uncertain if he had heard correctly. Suddenly, his instincts began to sound an urgent alarm!

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom…!

With sudden thunderous crashes, the ground trembled. The tremors spread throughout Koeltz and rapidly approached the vicinity of the lord’s mansion.

And then—

Bang—!

With a massive cloud of dust, dozens of paladins clad in pristine white armor appeared. Their formation seemed to encircle those who had surrounded Aries, effectively turning the tables.

“Praga Grobel and the entire contingent of twenty-seven paladins!”

Boom! Boom!

The synchronized stomping of the paladins filled the area with a commanding presence. They were a formidable force, willing to go to any lengths, including sacrificing their own lives, to eradicate heretics and the corrupt. Here they had gathered in full force.

This was their fulfillment of a promise made to Khan—to repay the debt of persuading Aries by deploying the entire paladin contingent for this mission.

“Eliminate the corrupted—!”
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“What on earth is going on?!” Ron and Jan had suddenly burst out of the lord’s mansion due to a series of complicated circumstances.

It all started when they wandered through Koeltz for a simple reconnaissance and returned to their temporary base, only to find Leonir missing. Leonir, who was already a ticking time bomb, had vanished without a word.

Naturally, they searched everywhere Leonir might have gone around the temporary base, but found no trace. The only place left was the lord’s mansion, and that’s when Ron’s instincts began to buzz.

‘Could Leonir be inside that mansion?’

Initially, it seemed like the only plausible explanation. Leonir, unable to suppress his temper, must have charged into the lord’s mansion alone—it made sense.

The problem was that they had no reasonable means of infiltrating the heavily guarded mansion. Even if they managed to sneak in, dodging the knights’ keen senses to find Leonir seemed highly improbable.

“Maybe it’ll work if we avoid direct combat.”

Jan suggested. Jan had an answer for that.

“Remember that thing we borrowed from the mercenary guild at Marquis Deillon’s estate? It can drastically reduce our presence and muffle our footsteps.”

Combining Jan’s spell with Ron’s instincts made infiltrating the lord’s mansion surprisingly straightforward.

Furthermore, as a testament to the prosperity of the city, part of the mansion’s security relied on the latest magi-tech devices, which made the job even easier.

The research and commercialization of magi-tech were conducted at the Magus Tower, and Jan was a promising genius from that very tower.

Just like that, they swiftly neutralized the magi-tech devices and, following Ron’s instincts, managed to sneak all the way to the threshold of the lord’s mansion without being detected.

However, they could only get so far without engaging in direct confrontation, so they decided to temporarily hide and observe the situation. It didn’t take long before all hell broke loose.

“Is that… the paladin girl…? Oh, no!”

As they followed the route where Jan had disabled the magi-tech devices, they saw a small figure rapidly approaching. In the blink of an eye, what had been a dot in the distance turned into the clear form of a person moving at an incredible speed.

Kwah-kah-kah-kang—!!

What happened next was a blur of chaotic events.

Aries had stormed the lord’s mansion and seemingly been cornered. They intervened to aid her, only for the sudden arrival of a contingent of paladins from all directions.

Without any discussion, the paladins began to decimate the lord’s troops. The whole situation left Ron and Jan utterly bewildered.


“As rumored, the paladins are truly formidable.”

“Well… rather than formidable, aren’t they kind of brute-force simpletons? Just charging in without a word, swinging their fists first….”

“Is that so?”

Jan tilted his head, looking perplexed. Ron sighed at Jan’s pure and innocent admiration for the paladins’ destructive power. Jan often blurted out astonishing comments without a second thought, making Ron wonder if he would ever fit in normally with other people.

‘Yeah, they are formidable….’

Ron had mixed feelings as he watched the battle between the paladins and the lord’s forces. He now understood why the swordmage had spoken so humbly about his own abilities.

‘These are no ordinary troops; they are armed with Imperial-grade weaponry….’

Less than thirty paladins were overpowering hundreds of soldiers. Regular troops’ spears and swords couldn’t inflict fatal injuries on the paladins. Even when magic devices managed to penetrate their holy armor and cause injuries, unless it was a critical wound, it was quickly healed with holy magic.

The paladins’ already robust bodies were further enhanced by mutual blessings, making their relentless assault break any formation.

This overwhelming might of less than thirty paladins was the reason why the Pantheon Church could occupy one of the three highest seats of power.

It’s not just because the Pantheon faith is the empire’s state religion. These monsters can replace entire legions and conduct strategic destruction missions by themselves.

‘Sister Berta was incredibly powerful too….’

Even when Sister Berta kidnapped Count Lebron from Al-Ranzas, she hadn’t been at half her peak strength.

Yet she still managed to crush knights. If current paladin captains and vice-captains were that strong, then just how terrifying would the paladin contingent be with them added in?

Moreover.

Though short in stature, the sturdy paladin and sword instructor, Praga Grobel, was single-handedly overwhelming two high-ranking knights.

Ignoring the aura scratching at his holy armor with the unique resilience of a paladin, he relentlessly attacked. Even high-ranking knights had no means to counter such one-sided aggression. This was a fighting style Ron had never seen from Aries or Leonir, leaving him astounded.

“They’re just on a completely different level….”

But even these paladins paled in comparison to the platinum-haired girl.

Boom! Bang! Crack!


Each clash sent shockwaves that reached Ron’s face from afar. The ruins of the terrace had become unrecognizable, and the beautiful garden had been transformed into an unidentifiable wasteland due to the craters dotting it.

“The lady paladin seems even stronger now.”

Jan remarked.

“Indeed…”

Understanding the underlying meaning in Jan’s words, Ron’s expression grew serious.

It was expected that Aries, as the apostle-in-training of the Goddess, would become stronger. Ordinarily, Ron would not have questioned Aries’s growth. This changed when Jan, returning from the Magus Tower, raised an unusual concern.

“She’s suddenly achieving growth beyond her original talent.”

Jan had noted.

At first, Ron was skeptical, but he soon had to admit the growing strength of his instincts. He realized that something unusual was indeed happening.

‘What is going on…?’

It might have been a simple coincidence, but Jan was a mage. As a race second only to elves in self-assurance, mages were not known for expressing such concerns lightly.

Crack—!

At that moment, Aries withstood an elemental vortex conjured by a spirit, tearing it apart with the ‘Sword of Punishment.’ The resulting shockwave triggered the activation of the enchanted defenses.

The regular soldiers, however, were not as fortunate. The elemental vortex either cleaved them in half or severed their limbs effortlessly. Even knights exhausted from previous battles against the paladins were not spared its effects.

“How can a short-lived apostle, not even officially an apostle yet, be this powerful…?”

Roun, deputy manager of Paradise Bank, was visibly shocked.

When Aries first attacked, his surprise had been similar, but he never thought it would be difficult to subdue her. Roun himself was a spirit mage, and he had the assistance of Cain Leichtahp, a student of the Sword Master, as well as the knights of the Genswein family.

However, the unexpected appearance of the paladin contingent and Aries’s overwhelming strength surpassed Roun’s expectations.

The advantage of spirit magic lay not in its power but in its invisibility to all races except elves. While it could be tremendously powerful with a master like Serenel, the current level should have been sufficient.

‘Still, this should not be lacking in power…!’


But it wasn’t enough to penetrate Aries’s defenses. Roun’s role was reduced to merely supporting Cain. The bigger issue was that Cain also failed to breach Aries’s defenses.

“What are you doing! Why can’t you cut through her?!”

“Shut up…!”

Cain was equally frustrated. He had been confident that he could cut through any opponent, save for his master and foster father, Valken Leichtahp, and the idiot Leniyar. Yet, he couldn’t cut down a young girl who was merely an apostle-in-training.

This was causing him immense self-doubt.

‘The density of her holy power is unreal…!’

It felt like she was wearing an impenetrable fortress, condensed into the size of armor, around her body and weapon. Aries’s strategy relied on utilizing her formidable holy power.

She twisted the trajectory of Cain’s sword strikes during the time it took for them to penetrate her holy power and reach her actual armor. Then, she would close the distance and accumulate damage with close-quarter strikes. Any minor wounds sustained in the process were immediately healed with holy magic.

A staggering amount of holy power, swordsmanship on par with a swordsman, and the courage to face a sword strike that could cut through anything—all these were required for such an outrageous tactic.

“You damn…!”

But if she could manage it, she could exchange blows with a swordsman. And the tides of battle were turning against the lord’s forces.

Cain naturally began to consider the option of retreat. Regardless of the situation, he was confident in preserving his own life, which was why he had embarked on this clandestine mission as the Deputy Lord of the Mountains.

Although his presence at the Lord of Koeltz’ mansion with the deputy manager of Paradise Bank had been witnessed, that alone wouldn’t be enough to severely damage him. He could simply claim that it was a negotiation related to the Sword Mountain.

『Haven’t I told you? The fate of the Sword Demon is in our hands. You’d better not think of backing out now, acting master.』

Flinch.

『The Sword Demon is already semi-conscious, influenced by Paradise’s drugs. If her condition reaches the ears of the Imperial family or the other three high seats, do you think your position will remain secure?』

“You…!”

『So, do your utmost to protect me. If we can make it back to Paradise Bank, we can turn this situation around completely. Rather, those insolent fools will find themselves in even greater trouble. Understand?』

Grind.

Cain ground his teeth hard. Given that so many people had witnessed him here, he realized there was no way he could refuse the proposal.

“Damn it—!”

With a roar that was almost a bellow, Cain unleashed a signature move of the Volatus school. Aries had no choice but to retreat in the face of such unrelenting sword strikes meant to utterly annihilate the opponent.

Swish! Swish! Swish!

Cain’s sword strikes did not immediately disappear, leaving trailing afterimages in the air. Following those afterimages, a sword wind arose. Simultaneously, as Roun chanted in the ancient language, both their forms began to levitate into the air.

“Don’t let them escape!”

Seeing the two most crucial targets attempting to flee, Praga Grobel, who had just thoroughly defeated the two high-ranking knights, urgently shouted.

With precise timing, Jan, who had been silently preparing his spells, unleashed hundreds of ‘Lances of Destruction.’ The awe-inspiring spectacle left the paladins with their mouths agape.

『Block them!』

“Do not command me!”

Crack!

Cain, shattering the intangible barriers created by spirit magic, swept away the ‘Lances of Destruction’ in one go. Blood spurted from his mouth, evidence of internal injuries, but pursuing the rapidly retreating figures now reduced to mere dots seemed out of reach.

“Damn it! Pursue them…!”

“No need to chase.”

Aries interrupted Praga’s urgent command with a faint, knowing smirk. It was a smile strangely reminiscent of a certain barbarian.

“They have nowhere to return to, anyway.”

***

“This is my first time seeing it.”

“What nonsense are you spouting now? It’s either your first time seeing it or it isn’t.”

“There’s always an exception, blockhead.”

“Stop calling me a blockhead—!”

“If you’ve got an issue, you should’ve won.”

“You bastard…!”

Ignoring Leniyar’s familiar growl, Khan pulled down his hood.

‘Soon, hiding my identity will be impossible.’

“Time for a level-up.”

“Level-up? What does that even mean?”

“It means we’re about to teach those damn elves some manners.”

The barbarian warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge and the Sword Demon. Two walking calamities had reached Paradise Bank.
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That day was as monotonous as any other.

Life outside Paradise was harsh for the elves of Paradise—especially for those like Serenil, who had lived close to a thousand years. Spending prolonged periods awake without the comfort of nature was grueling.

Though the ‘drugs’ brought from Paradise could extend sleep durations significantly, Serenil’s role as the bank manager made it difficult even to resort to that.

With Deputy Manager Roun absent, who typically handled most of the practical duties, she was forced to remain alert and engaged.

“… Yes, handle it that way.”

Finishing her work with a disinterested attitude, Serenil dismissed the elf employees of Paradise Bank and closed her eyes.

“I should have just endured for a few more centuries inside Paradise.” she thought. Wanting to reduce a mere hundred or two hundred years had led her to take on the uncomfortable position of bank manager, and now she was paying the price.

One aspect of her job that particularly irked her was having to show respect even to the short-lived races.

Especially to individuals holding important positions within the Empire, such as those affiliated with the royal family or the Triumvirate—the top three most powerful noble families. Paradise’s guideline instructed them to treat such individuals as equals.

For Serenil, raised as a direct descendant of the six high families of Paradise, this was a hard and nearly impossible policy to follow.

Deputy Manager Roun’s enthusiastic approach to his duties saved her from frequently bowing to mere mortals. Yet, the thought of having to lower herself to the level of these short-lived beings would have left a permanent scar on her pride.

Rustle.

Interrupting her moment of contemplation, a piece of paper fluttered into the room, carried by the wind. The paper was blank, yet Serenil’s eyes moved over it rapidly as if reading unseen text, before letting it float away once again.

“A surprising gain. Another disciple of the Sword Master has crossed over to our side, thanks to that arrogant short-lived Sword Demon?”

For once, Serenil smiled—a rare occurrence that lit up her office with her radiant beauty. Still, there was a thousand-year-old serpent behind that smile.

“Foolish short-lived beings… living barely half a century, their vision is bound to be short-sighted.”

While she harbored doubts about the operations of Paradise Bank, Serenil fully supported the bank’s ultimate goals, befitting her status as a member of the high families. This was why she had entrusted most of the bank’s control to Roun.

After all, the Empire’s royal family and the Triumvirate, the pillars of the Empire, were ultimately organizations led by humans. No matter how grand their plans, compared to elves who lived a millennia, others would always seem shortsighted.

‘For now, the Empire might think they can control Paradise Bank’s power and enjoy our money without consequences. But after a hundred, two hundred, or several centuries…?’

Currently, the Empire’s allowance of influence to Paradise Bank only extends to a portion of the continent’s funding streams. But once that financial influence begins to seep into the Empire’s core factions, Paradise’s influence will grow unstoppable.


‘Normally, such schemes would have been thwarted by the short-lived emperor.’

But that was about to change. The insolent emperor who had persistently obstructed Paradise would soon end his brief lifespan, as all short-lived races do. The fact that Paradise Bank’s representatives made contact with the Triumvirate without interference was proof enough.

‘I had expected this time to come eventually, but no one outside the royal family knows the truth. Then, who informed us about the emperor’s condition…?’

Rumble…

“What’s this…?”

Serenil slowly rose from her seat, startled by the sudden shock.

The headquarters of Paradise Bank had been built by skilled dwarven craftsmen. While it appeared lavish, it was essentially a small fortress. It was designed to withstand high-tier spells for a while.

“Did it collapse?”

Her pointed ears quivered continuously. Elven senses do not lie. The sound she just heard was unmistakably that of a building collapsing, and the proximity suggested it had to be part of Paradise Bank.

‘Is it a spell? Could it be those suspicious ones…?’

Serenil narrowed her eyes, recalling the “destruction mage” she had recently encountered—a short-lived race whose vast amount of mana had even made her, a venerable elf, wary. If that mage was responsible, it was conceivable they could bring down walls in a single strike.

“Were they planning betrayal from the start…?”

Her surprise was fleeting.

Serenil quickly regained her usual air of nonchalance. Even though the destruction mage was formidable, against her, they were ultimately insignificant. Before her spirit magic, invisible to others, what chances did a fragile short-lived mage have?

Boom…!

As the building shuddered again, Serenil became convinced the disruption was due to a spell. Few other means could deliver such continuous forceful attacks.

With this realization, she exited her office to eliminate the mage responsible. However, instead of finding a potent mage, she was met by a familiar figure.

“Hey there, sweetheart. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

“Sword Demon…? Why are you here?!”

“Why so surprised? Did you think I couldn’t come here?”


The smile vanished from Serenil’s face. She was startled to encounter the Sword Demon, who had headed towards Northland, when she thought the bank was being attacked by spells.

Meanwhile, a smile spread across Leniyar’s face.

“It’s suspicious. Was it not okay for me to show up in one piece? Is that it, sweetheart?”

“It’s not that… Can’t you hear it? Paradise Bank is under attack. An unknown mage is attacking us, and now you’ve appeared without any notice, how could I not be shocked?”

“Oh, really? But… you think that’s a spell?”

“Can’t you feel the tremors? If you came from outside, you must have seen the culprit.”

“Ah… Hahaha! Did you think these shocks were spells?”

Leniyar burst into laughter, wiping the tears from his eyes. Sensing something was amiss, Serenil instinctively stiffened and nodded, prompting another bout of laughter from Leniyar.

“…What’s so funny, Sword Demon?”

“Oh, sorry. On second thought, it makes sense. Who would imagine such brute force coming from a person?”

“What are you implying…?”

Boom—!!

The wall behind them collapsed with a thunderous noise. Serenil, thinking it was an enemy attack, immediately moved the mana within her body to respond.

The newly formed hole in the wall was quickly filled with spikes jutting out with a prickling sound.

If anyone had been standing there, they would have been impaled from their lower body to the top of their head. This manifestation of ancient elven magic, borrowing the attributes of a contracted spirit to transform mana into reality, was unique to a high-level elf like Serenil.

However—

Shatter!

The powerful ice, capable of withstanding a mage’s spell a couple of times, shattered in one blow.

What kind of spell is this?! Serenil initially presumed the power was from the ‘Destruction Mage’ and felt a sense of crisis, but then she realized something.

If high-tier spells were being cast at close range, the surrounding mana flow should be in turmoil, yet from beginning to now, the mana around Paradise Bank had remained still.


As if all these attacks had been carried out without using mana.

‘No, that’s impossible!’

Even while witnessing it firsthand, Serenil denied the reality. How could such power be unleashed without mana? Unless it was an ogre, it should be impossible.

No matter how much she denied it, there certainly existed beings capable of such feats. And one of them stood right in front of her.

“First time meeting you, Serenil, the manager of Paradise Bank.”

“You… barbarian?!”

Towering over even the most robust men, his physique exuded an overwhelming sense of menace. Draped in a hide with the head of a wolf vividly taxidermied, this hulking figure’s presence was unmistakable.

Serenil immediately recognized the barbarian before her. How could she not? He perfectly matched the description of the barbarian she had indirectly sent the Sword Demon to kill.

“How are you two…!”

But what truly shocked Serenil wasn’t merely the barbarian’s immense power.

She had expected at least one of the two to perish, yet both were not only alive but had seemingly allied to attack Paradise Bank. This unexpected partnership baffled her the most.

“It shouldn’t be that surprising. If you play dirty tricks, you should be ready to face the consequences.”

“Sword Demon! You betrayed us—!”

Serenil’s stunning face twisted with fury. Abandoning the forced politeness dictated by Paradise, her green hair began rising, giving her the appearance of a wrathful spirit.

Of course, these two had seen far too much to be easily fazed.

“Oh dear, that’s scary. You’re ruining your pretty face.”

“Shut up! You insolent short-lived woman…! Betraying the grace I showed you by welcoming you arrogantly…!”

“Betrayal?”

Ignoring Serenil’s rage, Leniyar shrugged nonchalantly.

“You asked me to bring the barbarian, didn’t you? So I brought him. What’s the problem?”

“You insolent prankster…!”

“The one playing games is you, you damn pointy-eared fool.”

For a moment, the air seemed to grow heavy. Serenil tensed, sensing the shift with her keen instincts.

“Remember that basin you had me soak in all the time? What exactly was in that? You said it was some secret herb of the elves.”

“Those were precious herbs, reserved only for the elders of the six families of Paradise! Each root was worth hundreds of imperial gold coins, and I used them for your sake…!”

“Oh, really?”

Leniyar scoffed, clearly not believing a word.

“Is that true?”

“Well, they weren’t lying. They really are precious herbs.”

Suddenly redirecting the conversation to the barbarian, Leniyar’s actions triggered a sense of unease in Serenil. It wasn’t based on any factual foundation, but a deep instinctual hunch.

‘Something is going terribly wrong!’

Serenil intended to silence the barbarian immediately. However, he was quicker, and words laced with mockery spilled from his mouth first.

“Besides, it must have been incredibly lethal to humans.”

“What would an inferior race like you know…!”

“Karyan told me.”

The unexpected mention of that name painted Serenil’s face with shock. And in that critical moment—

“So, you were up to some dirty tricks after all?”

Leniyar’s sword strike surged toward Serenil’s neck.

“Isa!”

From Serenil’s lips came the incantation for invoking spirit magic in an ancient tongue.

As her chant echoed, elemental energy began to coalesce into a barrier to deflect the incoming blow. The ancient words carried power beyond simple spells, representing the elevated magic of the elves, meant to protect her from imminent danger.

But having faced countless battles, Leniyar’s precision was unrelenting, aiming to cut through any defense, physical or magical. The atmosphere grew tense as they prepared for an intense confrontation.
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“Isa!”

Serenil’s green hair stood on end, a natural reaction to the massive outflow of mana from her body, signifying the imminent use of spirit magic. In an instant, Leniyar charged towards her.

“Elk-sedge!”

Recognizing the ancient incantation Serenil uttered, Khan shouted a warning.

“Fall back!”

“Damn it…!”

Leniyar was just within striking distance, but she didn’t risk pushing forward.

Shing—!

Her decision was validated a moment later. A circular section of the marble floor surrounding Serenil was neatly cut away. Had Leniyar insisted on attacking, her body might have been severed by the invisible force.

“Bothersome…!”

It was spirit magic. No matter how skilled a swordsman Leniyar was, she couldn’t ignore the invisibility of spirit magic. In Hoarfrost Gorge, she had dealt with elves by cutting them down before they could cast, but—

‘She’s remarkably fast…!’

Serenil’s speed with spirit magic was unparalleled among elves. Not only was it swift, but it was also nearly as deadly.

“So what if I did use it? What can you do to me? An insignificant short-lived race and a barbarian without mana?”

Serenil’s eyes glowed with a fierce blue as her hair reached the ceiling. She was an elder elf who had lived an unfathomable length of time by human standards.

The accumulated mana she possessed was overwhelmingly vast for a single being. Moreover, elves were naturally more mana-attuned, giving them an intrinsic advantage.

Whoooosh—!

A torrent of mana swirled around. Merely unleashing her internal mana caused physical phenomena due to its sheer volume.

“It’s not too late to back out, blockhead.”

“Shut up!”


Khan, who had been methodically dealing with the approaching elves, commented from the side, prompting an outburst from Leniyar.

Leniyar had sworn to kill Serenil with her own hands if it was confirmed she drugged her. She was confident that, unlike the battle in Hoarfrost Gorge where she fought at her limits, she was in peak condition now.

In her mind, the possibility of failing to kill Serenil was virtually zero.

“If I fail, I’ll become a pet instead of a slave. So shut up and watch!”

No stopping her now.

Khan chuckled as he watched Leniyar recklessly charge into the range of Serenil’s spirit magic. Her strong sense of rivalry and pride was untouched by the lessons of their past bets in Hoarfrost Gorge.

She remembered an old adage from ancient times: “Foolish girl. For ages, elves have been the bane of swordsmen.”

With a resonating hum, the spirit magic spread out, making the air vibrate, as though affirming the wisdom behind those ancient words.

Swordsmen’s physicality, no matter how remarkable, doesn’t transcend human limits.

Of course, Leniyar’s level of swordsmanship can slice through most attacks, making it harder to kill her. However, when the opponent is an elf, the swordsman’s life becomes as fragile as a candle in the wind.

‘Unlike knights or paladins, swordsmen and mages die instantly if they get even slightly hit.’

Even a swordsman who claims to cut through anything cannot cut what is invisible.

『It is possible. If one’s pure swordsmanship has reached a transcendent level, they can cut through anything.』

Easier said than done.

Khan thought silently, as usual, giving a mental retort to the ancient spirit’s nonsense. The spirit’s insights were growing increasingly sophisticated, making him consider that it might have once possessed significant stature. Sometimes, it would drop bits of information that even Khan wasn’t aware of.

‘Come to think of it, it handed over B-rank swordsmanship techniques, the origin of absolute swordsmanship, without a second thought… And it seemed very knowledgeable about the golden dragon, Areolus.’

Considering it was a soul sealed in a dragon-slaying sword, its vast knowledge about dragons wasn’t too surprising. Khan recalled how it had furiously referred to Areolus as a ‘traitor’ during their battle.

Initially, Khan had thought this was because the spirit sensed the divine power of the Goddess of Justice in Aries. But realistically, why would an ancient dragon at war with mortals call a heavenly God a traitor?

‘Indeed, there’s something more to this one.’

Determined to delve deeper into the spirit’s secrets when the opportunity arose, Khan’s thoughts were interrupted by another telepathic message.


『Great beings always carry profound secrets, as all monarchs did. More importantly… look, that woman is already bleeding.』

Despite sensing a deflection, Khan decided to play along this time, wiping blood from his sword, Draupnir, and turning to observe the scene.

‘Well, I expected this outcome.’

Unlike the unscathed Khan, who had fought off over ten elves attempting to assist Serenil, Leniyar was visibly injured after only a few minutes. Although it could be said that he had managed remarkably under invisible attacks, given his brainless persistence, there was no need to praise his efforts given the circumstances of their wager.

“You’re starting to look vulnerable. If you need help, just say so, blockhead.”

“Shut up—!”

Possibly spurred by Khan’s taunting, Leniyar’s eyes blazed with anger as she charged fiercely at Serenil again.

Charging headlong at an elder elf seemed nothing short of a suicidal act. Yet Leniyar possessed the skill to reduce that “suicidal act” to merely “a bit risky.”

‘She’s insane.’

Spirits exist within the realm of Midland and yet, simultaneously do not. It’s something explained in game setting books as a “dimensional hierarchy” but for Khan, who liked to skip through content, it was a difficult concept to grasp.

What he did know was that elves could see through these dimensional hierarchies, which allowed them to manipulate spirit magic.

The key point was that while spirits reside in other-dimensional hierarchies, when they create physical phenomena, they temporarily exist in the same hierarchy.

‘While you can’t see spirits, spotting them at the moment they manifest in this dimension is nearly impossible….’

Abandoning any hope of timing his attacks to coincide with these moments, Leniyar opted for the brute-force approach: ceaseless strikes. It was crude, but for a swordsman facing spirits, it was the only viable method.

“How long can your frail short-lived body keep this up?!”

The grimace on Serenil’s otherwise composed face was proof that his relentless approach was working. But that was it.

The outcome of their fight was already decided. It would end in mutual destruction or a stalemate, depending on whether Leniyar staked his life or not.

“This time, I’ve won—blockhead.”

“Hey, wait…!”

Just as Leniyar failed another attempt to break through the spirit magic and began to retreat, Khan had finished dealing with another elf and swiftly pivoted toward Serenil.


Boom—!

His charge was so fierce it seemed as if his body had reached her before the sound did. But surprisingly, Serenil noticed Khan’s approach while focusing on the Sword Demon.

“Isa!”

The invocation of the spirit’s name and the manifestation of ancient magic happened almost simultaneously. Khan shattered the ice spikes rising beneath him with a single powerful step, turning his vision crimson.

The world hadn’t become red from blood.

Through Karyan’s eyes, Serenil’s presence was so potent it felt as though it stained the entire world red. Khan had encountered Serenil’s attack patterns in the game before.

‘An area attack pattern!’

Bracing for impact, Khan crouched slightly and gripped Draupnir tightly.

“Let’s see what you’ve got.”

***

“You fool! I’ll obliterate you until not even your bones remain—!”

The blue glow from the massive release of mana now enveloped Serenil’s entire body. She was using every bit of her power, indicating the vast amount of mana she was pouring into her current attack.

“Elk-sedge!”

Behind Serenil, a massive entity wielded a double-edged greatsword raised toward the heavens. This entity was a frost giant with the head of an elk and the torso of a man, crafted from ice.

Although it only had an upper body, its immense size overshadowed most buildings. This apparition was a high-level spirit, one only the most talented direct descendants of the Isa family could nurture.

“Die—!”

The giant, with its elk head, swung the greatsword, which engulfed the entire corridor. Escape and defense were impossible once caught within its range—a decisive, deadly strike.

‘From the beginning, I’ve only been targeting you! Foolish barbarian!’

Even before the battle commenced, Serenil had considered the barbarian from Hoarfrost Gorge the greatest threat, not Leniyar. The reason wasn’t merely the brute strength reminiscent of a barrage of spells.

Every elf born into the six families grows up hearing tales that include a certain name.

Just as humans on the continent grow up with a vague fear of ‘witches’ and ‘demons’ from fairy tales and folklore, all elves live with an inherent fear of ‘that entity’.

The worst entity that forced the ancestors of the six families to leave the continent and head for Paradise. That entity’s name was Karyan.

‘I must kill him!’

And now a mortal openly spoke that name in front of her. From that moment, Serenil was single-mindedly focused on killing Khan. Capturing him wasn’t even a consideration.

He would be crushed by the spirit’s greatsword, using Paradise Bank’s headquarters as his grave, until he was unrecognizable. Serenil was certain.

“……!”

Until she saw the barbarian moving in sync with the greatsword’s trajectory.

‘Is this a coincidence?!’

She couldn’t think otherwise. Only elves can see spirits.

It was a blessing granted by nature solely to the great race of elves. There was no way a lesser barbarian without mana could possess such a gift…!

“Die—!”

The arrogance inherent to elves prevented Serenil from even considering an unlikely scenario. Certain of her lethal strike, she manipulated the elk-headed giant to bring down the greatsword.

However, Khan’s movements were too precise to be mere coincidence. It was as if he could indeed see the spirit and its attacks. Bracing himself, Khan dodged with such finesse, almost as if anticipating the strike.

“Let’s end this.”

Understanding the significance of the coming clash, both combatants prepared for their final moves.

*

“Foolish thing! I’ll crush you until there’s nothing left—!”

The blue radiance around Serenil intensified, now enveloping her entire body. It signified that she was utilizing all of her power, pouring an overwhelming amount of mana into this ultimate attack.

And then.

‘Now.’

The S-rank skill ‘Karyan’s Vision’ precisely identified the moment when the spirit’s strike gained a physical form.

Shing—! Kaboom—!!

The enormous half-beast, half-human giant that pierced the ceiling of Paradise Bank’s headquarters evaporated without a trace. The spirit was dead. A high-level spirit that had spent over a millennium with the Isa family returned to nature after just one clash with a supposed lesser being. Serenil couldn’t believe it.

No, what she couldn’t truly accept was—

“You—! How could you possess a power granted only to the great elves… urgh…!”

The fact that an ability forming the cornerstone of the elves’ pride was granted to a mere inferior race infuriated her.

Yet, she never got to fully express that anger.

“Great, huh? Relying on a single spirit and getting all high and mighty.”

Having lost the spirit and suffering its backlash, Serenil was no match for Khan. The hand that obliterated the half-beast giant now grasped her small head with ease.

“The backyard string-pulling ends here.”

“Uuggh…!”

“You should have kept your arrogance confined to Paradise.”

Serenil struggled desperately.

She clawed at Khan’s wrist and bared her teeth to bite his hand. Unlike her previous lofty demeanor as a member of a noble and superior race, she howled and fought for her life just like any common human—or rather, like a wild animal.

“P-Please… spare me…!”

“Sure, live a good life.”

Live a good life? Did that mean he would spare her? A glimmer of hope appeared in Serenil’s eyes. But then, the barbarian’s blade fell mercilessly.

Slash.

“I meant you should be a good corpse, elf.”
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『Level Up!』

Khan dismissed the rare level-up message and took a quick step back.

Swish!

A deadly blade sliced through the space his head had just occupied, followed by Leniyar’s agitated voice.

“Invalid!”

The statement came without context, but there was no need to ask what he meant.

“Gambling leads to ruin. You should’ve learned that last time.”

“I could have killed her…!”

“Maybe so. But you would’ve lost an arm or a leg in the process. And let’s not forget, you’re the one who brought it up first, blockhead.”

Gritting her teeth, Leniyar glared at him but remained silent. She had been the first to recognize that the best outcome was a draw or mutual destruction.

Moreover, she was the one who started the whole talk about becoming a pet if she lost.

“From slave to pet… If players knew about this hidden setting, the popularity polls would have been different.”

“Shut up! Just shut it!”

Leniyar screamed, turning her back and fleeing the scene. Left alone in the partially destroyed bank building, Khan couldn’t help but chuckle inwardly.

‘She’s like a grown-up child….’

Acting on impulse, driven by her competitive spirit, Leniyar could be seen as endearing in some ways. Yet, it was unfortunate that someone with such a personality was considered a top-tier swordswoman on the continent.

“She’s the real walking disaster.”

『As if you’re one to talk.』

Quiet.

Ignoring the spirit’s ever-present grumbling, now so loud that even a dwarven-crafted scabbard couldn’t suppress it, Khan moved forward.


The battleground where Serenil, Leniyar, and Khan had fought was now nothing but rubble. The collapse had occurred when Serenil’s spirit took physical form, but Khan wasn’t worried about finding anything useful.

‘Should be around here.’

Standing over what had once been Serenil’s office, Khan poked the ground with his sword’s scabbard.

‘Do you sense anything?’

『Do not treat this noble being like a hunting dog! Wait a moment… hmm. Yes, over to the left.』

Ever since absorbing the soul of the golden dragon Areolus, the spirit had gained something called the “Golden Dragon’s Eye”.

Even the well-hidden vault of a bank couldn’t escape its sight. Digging through the rubble by hand, Khan unearthed an iron door made of a special alloy, hidden beneath the debris.

‘In the main story, if I couldn’t meet the conditions, I had no choice but to either return without opening it or break the entrance….’

Whether it was by chance or fate, the key to this safe was right next to Khan.

“You’ll have to step up.”

As Khan quietly turned his head, the wind spirit, flapping its small wings in flight, was startled and pointed at itself with a fingertip. Its gesture seemed to ask if he really meant it, and Khan nodded with a smile.

“It’s not particularly dangerous. At least, it’s better than being thrown into a demon’s stomach.”

Despite the words that couldn’t be taken as comforting in any way, the wind spirit’s small body trembled slightly.

***

The place Leniyar fled to in an attempt to escape from Khan was also somewhere within Paradise Bank.

She still had matters to finish at Paradise Bank, and her pride couldn’t allow her to run away completely. The psychological boundary she permitted herself was the outdoor area of Paradise Bank, slightly away from where the battle took place.

‘Since when did it come to this…!’

Among the superhumans of the Empire, she was one of the rarely matched strong ones. The swordsman, rumored to soon surpass her master, faced the humiliation of consecutive defeats, something even she hadn’t anticipated.

Of course, if she wanted to make excuses, she had reasons for both defeats. At Hoarfrost Gorge, her battle took place when she was already at her physical limit.

And because of the peculiar nature of spirit magic, she couldn’t completely finish it off. Even in the battle with Serenil, wasn’t it that she hadn’t been defeated?


‘If only I hadn’t spewed such nonsense unnecessarily…!’

The problem was her big mouth that blurted out nonsensical bets each time.

She wanted to smash the barbarian’s face, who called her ‘block head’ in derision, but she utterly despised actions that didn’t take responsibility for words, just like the Empire’s nobles.

“Argh…! So frustrating─!”

In the end, burdened by the disaster she brought upon herself, all Leniyar could do was try to calm her anger alone.

“Hoo. Hoo…. Who are those guys now?”

As Leniyar ruffled her hair in frustration, she finally sensed distant presences and looked up.

From when it began wasn’t clear, but soldiers in flashy armors had surrounded the outside of Paradise Bank. The peculiarity was that, although their eagerness to check the situation here was palpable from afar, they hadn’t made a hasty approach.

“Hey.”

Leniyar’s temper wouldn’t allow her to leave them alone. Without hesitation, she approached the soldier presumed to be the leader, wearing a distinctive feathered helmet, and frowned.

“What are you guys doing?”

“Who… who are you? Who dares to commit such atrocities?”

“What’s with this small fry…? You don’t know me?”

“How arrogant for a criminal─!”

It wasn’t clear if it was because of the completely ruined scenery of Paradise Bank or if they were intimidated by Leniyar’s aura, but the knight, already frightened even before the fight began, suddenly drew his weapon.

Even in a psychologically intimidated state, the smooth emission of his aura showed he was at the level of a high-ranking knight, which made Leniyar even more puzzled. Shouldn’t someone at his level recognize her at a glance?

“Kyaaak!”

There wasn’t even a sound of slicing.

Moreover, no one saw the process of the high-ranking knight losing both his arms and rolling on the ground; strangely, it seemed Leniyar hadn’t even unsheathed her sword, appearing to be bare-handed.

“If you’re a noble’s henchman, you should have been trained to watch out for someone like me, right?”


“Stop! How dare you harm a knight of the capital…! Aren’t you afraid of the Imperial family?”

“The Imperial family, my ass… What are these guys really?”

Their appearance was elite among elites. But their actions seemed worse than the rabble of a frontier kingdom. Moreover, they were acting as if the grounds of Paradise Bank were an inviolable territory like the Imperial city.

“Hey, if you’re a knight, I know you’ll survive something like this. Stop the whining….”

“It hurts! I’m in pain…! I said it hurts─!”

Crack.

Leniyar clicked her tongue, silencing the knight who was wailing like a newborn baby over a mere loss of his arms by kicking his helmet off.

‘Something’s strange…’

It’s strange.

But she couldn’t pinpoint what was strange. For someone at the high-ranking knight level, they should be a battle-hardened veteran, but it seemed as if they had taken some drugs… their mind…

“Drugs?”

At the sudden thought, Leniyar’s face hardened.

‘No way…’

Although she rationally denied it, she couldn’t shake the suspicion that her recent speculation was correct.

‘Given they live alongside the Elves, it wouldn’t be surprising if they eagerly accepted and used herbs from them.’

Indeed, the herbs from the Elves were extremely effective. From cosmetic benefits prized by noblewomen to effects warriors needed. It wouldn’t be surprising if knights, driven by a desire to grow stronger, were infatuated with the herbs provided by Paradise Bank.

And if continuous consumption of those herbs resulted in their mental deterioration?

“Damn it.”

It wasn’t someone else’s issue.

‘If it weren’t for that bastard…’

Perhaps Leniyar herself could have ended up as miserable as the knight fainted at her feet. The thoughts led to her feeling not rage, but emptiness filled her mind.

So far, she hadn’t even managed to repay the debts she owed properly. Not knowing this, she’d let his anger rise recklessly, making bets on whims about being a slave or a pet. And she’d lost all those bets too.

‘He must have found it hilarious.’

Leniyar felt like burying her face into a hole to hide her blushing face. She even seriously considered going to Khan right away to beg for forgiveness.

That is, she would have, if the familiar voice hadn’t called her name.

“Leniyar…?”

“What, what on earth happened!”

The owner of that voice.

Cain Leichtahp, who should be guarding the Sword Mountain on behalf of their master, appeared in a disheveled state. And right next to him was the deputy bank manager, lown.

“Sword Demon! What on earth happened here! Who did this to the bank!”

Despite his face glowing even in his ragged state as if he had been homeless for days, Leniyar showed no noticeable reaction. Feeling frustrated, lown grabbed her shoulders and shouted.

“Sword Demon! I’m asking you!”

“Wait…!”

Shwiing!

“Huh?”

Roun’s face, which had been pushing Leniyar with a face distorted like a demon, went blank. He should clearly be holding onto her shoulders with both hands…?

“My, my hands! Sword Demon, what are you doing──!”

“Step back! You idiotic elf bastard…!”

Clang!

The sound of swords colliding resonated and echoed like a hum. It was a bizarre phenomenon created when two individuals who had reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship, swordsmen, clashed.

“What do you think you’re doing all of a sudden, Leniyar!”

Even though he was inwardly surprised by the unimaginable swordsmanship, Cain didn’t show it. More than that, he was more taken aback by Leniyar’s sudden action of cutting off Roun’s hands without any attempt at a conversation.

‘They said half the work was already done!’

Roun must have believed that too and placed his hands on Leniyar’s shoulders. But seeing it with his own eyes, Leniyar didn’t seem like someone whose mind was half-destroyed.

Rather, she appeared calmer and more composed than at any other time he had seen her. Her sword carried a cold, honed fury!

“I finally understand.”

At that moment, Leniyar’s eyes sparkled as if she had realized something.

“These bastards messing with me, it was all your doing, wasn’t it? Cain.”

“What nonsense are you talking about!”

“If it wasn’t you, would they have dared to mess with my head? You must have had something to believe in to pull off such a stunt, right? Huh?”

Cain felt like he was going insane.

‘Are you saying I orchestrated this? No, it was those idiots acting on their own!’

The problem was that it was true that a deal concerning cooperation with Paradise Bank had taken place, with the condition of an intoxicated Leniyar. Moreover, even Cain had to admit that the timing was too perfect.

She realized she was nearly taken down by the drugs and got furious, only to see the deputy bank manager and himself appear together? It was as if the most likely suspect had shown up asking to be killed.

‘Where did it all go wrong…!’

It was just a few days.

In those few days.

He, who was the disciple of the sword master and the next owner of Sword Mountain, had to flee like a criminal and ultimately found himself on the brink of death at the hands of a fellow disciple.

Even a nightmare couldn’t be this severe and horrifying. But the presence of Leniyar, exuding a palpable killing intent, told Cain otherwise. This was indeed reality.

“What went wrong─!”

Cain Leichtahp cried out in despair. And then a thought crossed his mind. It felt like he was being toyed with by the devil.

TL’s Corner:

Getting your just deserts.
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“Is someone talking behind my back…?”

Feeling an odd itch at the back of his head, Khan abruptly turned his head. The wind spirit, which had been doing who knows what behind him, was awkwardly turned away, whistling.

“Jeez. How long are you going to sulk just because I put you in the keyhole for a bit?”

In protest, the wind spirit thrust its fist towards Khan’s face. Of course, he didn’t feel any impact.

‘Yeah, who would badmouth me?’

Who would blame a virtuous modern man who took it upon himself to eradicate the mainland’s cancerous elements without being asked?

Khan didn’t like being praised to his face, but he prided himself on never doing anything to deserve criticism.

Granted, most of those who could be called his enemies were buried underground.

“By the way, talk about being elfish. How sly….”

The secret safe hidden beneath Serenil’s office was a special item that could only be opened with the power of a spirit.

Unlike the Dwarven safes that Paradise Bank commonly used, which required input of specific mana patterns to open, this safe was designed to only be opened by an Elf with a spirit.

‘That was lucky.’

He had coincidentally acquired the wind spirit’s brooch and gained the ability to see spirits through Karayan’s Eye. The fact that the first place he visited afterward was Paradise Bank was well-timed.

Even with the brooch, without Karayan’s Eye, he wouldn’t have thought to request the spirit’s help in this way.

“If only there was a way to further evolve it.”

The spirit, still futilely swinging its little fists, had a puzzled look on its face.

“You never know. Maybe you could become like that giant just now.”

The wind spirit shook its whole body to express its disapproval.

‘Thinking of it as a buff pet, it’s already pretty useful….’

If this tiny guy could develop some offensive capabilities, wouldn’t it be quite useful as a hidden trick? After all, as a spirit, it was invisible to most people.


As he headed towards the wide-open safe door, holding onto the vague belief that there must be at least one useful spirit-related item in the elves’ secret safe, it suddenly hit him.

“…….”

Was that the sound of metal? It was so faint that even Khan’s keen hearing could have mistaken it. In fact, he wasn’t sure if it was actually the sound of metal. It might have just been a minor noise.

But it was too suspicious to just ignore.

One reason for his heightened vigilance was the fact that the interior of the secret safe was uncharted territory, even for a seasoned “Midland Quest” player.

‘If those sly bastards were involved, it wouldn’t be surprising if they set up some weird traps.’

The safe’s owner was an elf, after all. They were known to indulge in all sorts of nefarious schemes to thwart intruders. Holding the Draupnir, which he’d taken out for treasure detection, firmly in hand, Khan turned the safe’s handle again.

“You damn elf. Die─!”

A small figure suddenly sprang out from inside the safe, lunging at Khan. Reflexively, he started to swing Draupnir but paused when he realized who it was. The attacker did the same.

“Why are you coming out of there?”

“I should be asking you that! Why are you opening the safe?”

The source of the metallic sound was none other than a dwarf. And not just any dwarf, but the one who had crafted Draupnir’s scabbard.

***

It took Leniyar less than a minute to subdue Cain. Given that Cain Leichtahp’s skill level was above average among the superhumans of the Empire, it was a hard-to-believe outcome.

It demonstrated just how powerful Leniyar, known as the Sword Demon, truly was. Of course, no one could deny that the unfavorable matchup played a significant role.

In battles between swordsmen, the outcome isn’t determined solely by skill but also by the compatibility of their swordsmanship styles, the types of weapons used, and even hidden techniques. However, in Leniyar and Cain’s case, the disparity in skill was the most decisive factor.

Both had trained in the Volatus style under the same master.

Naturally, while individual differences arise even when learning the same swordsmanship, the fundamental basis remains unchanged. Leniyar, with her overwhelming superiority in talent and skill, was the perfect upper-echelon counterpart to Cain.

Clang!

The battle between monsters who could unleash dozens of sword strikes in a single breath had come to an end. Though the time was short, nearly a hundred sword strikes were exchanged. And yet, Leniyar showed no signs of fatigue.


“Ha…! This is ridiculous.”

Weak.

Far weaker than the Cain Leichtahp Leniyar remembered.

“You… monster of a woman…!”

Thanks to Leniyar’s precise technique, cutting the muscles in his wrists and ankles, Cain looked relatively unscathed on the outside.

He might have considered himself fortunate that she didn’t take his life, but subduing someone without killing them is actually more difficult, especially for a sword master known for lethal skills.

“I thought you were at least average as a swordsman. Looks like you’re not even that anymore. Did you get so caught up in political games that you wanted to imitate a noble?”

Cain ground his teeth at Leniyar’s ridicule. Her eyes and tone, implying he’d regressed, felt deeply humiliating.

‘Are you saying I got weaker?’

His skills hadn’t regressed at all. In fact, he had become even stronger than before in his determination to catch up with Leniyar. He had confidence that, if he fought Leniyar now, he wouldn’t lose as despairingly as before.

But the result was?

A complete defeat that didn’t even qualify to be called a match. It wasn’t that he had weakened.

Quite the opposite.

‘They said she spent most of her time dazed with drugs… yet she got stronger?!’

The characteristic aggressive and ferocious movements of the Volatus style were nowhere to be found. Instead, her movements had become slow and smooth. Yet they were sharper than ever.

How this could be possible was beyond Cain’s comprehension, even after experiencing it firsthand.

“What’s that?”

At that moment, Khan emerged from the secret vault of Paradise Bank, having looted everything inside, and narrowed his eyes at Cain sprawled on the ground.

‘Cain Leichtahp?’

As a named character who occasionally appeared in the game, Khan had no trouble recognizing him.


However, the fact that Cain was sprawled on the ground of Paradise Bank alongside an elf was so unexpected that it prompted Khan’s question.

“…Barbarian?”

Cain was equally perplexed. He had heard why Leniyar had headed towards Northland on his way to Paradise Bank. But seeing the supposed target appear from within Paradise Bank’s inner sanctum was shocking.

Especially with a dwarf—a rarity on the continent—by his side.

“Shouldn’t I be the one asking? Who’s the shorty?”

“Rude human. It’s not ‘shorty’, it’s William Leonora Alexandros III.”

At the dwarf’s sudden and lengthy introduction, Leniyar scrunched her face and threw a questioning glance at Khan. It was an unspoken demand for an explanation.

“I saved him from those elves. Just happened to know him, that’s all.”

“What exactly did you do to know a dwarf captured by the elves?”

“That’s what I’m planning to find out. But first….”

Khan trailed off as he glanced alternately at the unconscious elf with severed hands and Cain, then shifted his gaze to the crowd watching them over the fence.

“Let’s clean this up from here. By now, the other side should have resolved as well.”

“The other side?”

‘No wonder she’s called a blockhead.’

Khan felt a renewed admiration for Leniyar, who raised her eyebrows as if asking if there was more to it. So she really did turn Paradise Bank upside down purely out of revenge.

And it was impressive that she turned the deputy bank manager, Roun, and her senior martial brother into bloody messes in front of the crowd.

“Quite the blockhead indeed.”

“Are you saying I’m impressive or blockheaded…?”

“Impressive.”

Ignoring the puzzled look from Leniyar, who had polished her inner self instead of her outer, Khan moved towards Cain. Seeing the usually arrogant Leniyar being teased by a barbarian and not reacting violently, Cain was almost in cognitive dissonance.

“I had planned to deal with Sword Mountain later… but an unexpected big catch appeared.”

Just the invasion plans of different species and the dealings with the corrupt church leadership were enough to cause a feeding frenzy among the hungry wolves. That, in itself, would be enough to shake the power structure of the Empire.

But with the senior disciple of Sword Mountain added into the mix?

‘It’ll be worth watching.’

The chaos that will engulf the Empire won’t be something anyone can control. Those who survive will become stronger, while those who overreach beyond their abilities will be swallowed by the turmoil and become prey.

‘Just like in the game.’

However, the outcome will be vastly different. At that time, the Empire was on the path to downfall due to external invasions and internal conflicts, but now, all of that had yet to happen.

Khan’s plan was exceedingly clear. There was a giant ship called the Empire.

This ship was destined to set sail someday, only to be caught in the rapid currents of the main quest and eventually sink. What Khan was doing now was akin to setting the ship on fire before it set sail.

By doing so, the ship wouldn’t be able to set off for a while, but the Empire would be rebuilt more solidly, transforming into a new and better version.

‘And the real objective lies elsewhere.’

While some will work their hardest to put out the fire on the burning ship.

Just like the Chinese idiom “A glass of water to save the truck(杯水救車)”—trying to extinguish a fire on a massive ship with a handful of water, thereby making the fire worse—some will only exacerbate the situation.

Some may bungle through sheer incompetence, trying to fix things beyond their capabilities. However, there will also be those who deliberately intensify the fire under the guise of failure. Khan’s target was precisely the latter.

‘It’s hard to identify them through ordinary means, though….’

As someone who has observed this world’s end as a possessor, he has the ability to discern these truths. Thus, after rooting out all the traitors, the Empire would remain unshaken, even when faced with its predetermined trials.

‘With that, even without my direct intervention, the main quest should be manageable to some extent.’

After that, the remnants of disasters, which couldn’t even promise a 50% success rate with an optimally grown character, could be delegated to the Empire while Khan focused on finding clues for his return.

This was the beginning of an ambitious plan that none of the previous users had achieved: cruising through the main quest by utilizing the Empire.
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The driving forces behind the hegemonic state known as the Empire are so numerous that it’s hard to count them all. The fertile lands that nourish the Empire and the two rivers spreading like veins throughout the realm have rendered the word “poverty” nonexistent for the Empire.

It’s said jokingly that the slums of the Empire are more livable than the wealthy quarters of frontier kingdoms. And as the saying goes, population is power. The overwhelming population produced countless talents who excel in various fields.

The Magic Tower, a supranational academic institution, leads technological advancements.

Swordsmen from all over the continent, aspiring to become sword masters, vie to become disciples of Sword Mountain, fearing to lose their place.

Furthermore, the belief that real gods protect them keeps the people’s hearts firm. Everyone believed that the Empire’s strength would be everlasting.

However, there are certainly those who do not belong to that “everyone”. For instance, someone well-aware of the Empire’s real state of affairs.

“……This is peculiar.”

An elderly man, stroking his graying beard thoughtfully, belonged to this category. He wore a crown of pure gold adorned with gems of various colors and a gold cross necklace symbolizing his role as a religious leader.

Draped over his shoulders was a cape made of red fabric embroidered with gold threads, and the clothes visible beneath it were equally splendid.

“Truly peculiar.”

This man was the Emperor of the Empire.

Friedrick III.

“What troubles you, Your Majesty?”

Emperor Friedrick’s desk, where he handled state affairs, was set atop the highest platform, and kneeling just one step below him was Conrad, the Emperor’s Guardian Knight.

Sir Conrad, hailed as the most powerful, honorable, and loyal knight in the Empire, was also deemed the strongest knight in Midland.

Rumors within the palace even suggested that he could rival transcendent beings. It’s said that some transcendent beings obediently journeyed to the Magic Tower, unable to defy the Emperor because of him.

But contrary to such grand rumors, he appeared to be a very ordinary man. He looked no older than thirty, with neatly combed brown hair and gentle blue eyes that made him seem more like an administrator or a nobleman.

“If something troubles you, please command me without hesitation. I, Conrad, will—”

“Everyone, dismiss.”

At the Emperor’s stern command, everyone who was positioned below the platform where Conrad knelt quickly vacated. Left alone, Emperor Friedrick and Sir Conrad exchanged silent glances.


“Your jest goes too far. How could you even think of leaving this palace?”

“Of course, I just said it to be heard.”

“Indeed. Just relax for now. I don’t plan on letting anyone in for a while.”

“I abide by Your Majesty’s command.”

Sir Conrad stood up, wearing a mischievous smile as if he were addressing an old friend, and pretended to brush off dust from his body.

“Is there dust? In that case, I’ll need to cut the Head Chamberlain’s salary. Unless he’s trying to poison this old body, leaving dust around….”

“It’s just a habit, a habit. From the start… why do you say such frightening things when you don’t really mean it, Your Majesty?”

Emperor Friedrick III was the first to break the heavy atmosphere with a dry laugh.

“The Head Chamberlain should retire soon… No matter how much I recommend it, he doesn’t budge. Maybe if I threaten him with his salary, he’ll finally quit out of spite?”

“I’m not sure. I think he might want to be buried with you, Your Majesty. His loyalty is quite extraordinary.”

“… It’s always the oldest retainers who are the most disobedient.”

“And what’s the harm in aging together?”

“Where do you even look old?”

In response, Sir Conrad smiled broadly but said nothing.

Despite their outward appearances suggesting a grandfather-grandson relationship, the two were actually not far apart in age.

“Who knew I’d end up with a body like this just from taking a bath in lizard blood?”

“Tsk. Complaining about your luck, I see.”

“Well… Your Majesty, don’t give up hope entirely. I’ve heard that the Magic Tower’s nearly abandoned research has shown results recently, thanks to a research journal brought back from a frontier kingdom by Magus Jerome of the Gray Tower, if I recall correctly?”

“Magus Jerome.”

“Ah, right. He was quite an impressive fellow for a mage…”


“Enough about that. I’ve promised all the support they need. We’ll get results if we wait. The bigger issue is with the Three Pillars.”

“Now that you mention it, your initial concern was about something strange. It was about the Three Pillars?”

Emperor Friedrick nodded. Sir Conrad seemed taken aback by this unexpected remark.

“Isn’t that nothing new? After all, they’re just humans, so they wouldn’t be entirely pure and upright. Haven’t you been monitoring their actions from the start? Concerning Paradise Bank?”

“Exactly.”

Surprisingly, this was the moment when it became evident that the Imperial family had been aware of Paradise Bank’s secret dealings all along, despite pretending otherwise.

“We initially decided it wasn’t worth paying much attention. The reason was….”

“No matter what Paradise Bank does, it can never escape the Empire’s influence. Unless the entire elven race abandons their island and migrates to the Empire. The financial power that Paradise Bank relies on is an illusionary influence that can be taken away at any time.”

“But what exactly seems so strange to you? Is it the sudden collapse of their plans?”

“No matter how seriously those arrogant, long-lived species took their centuries-long plan, unless the Empire’s national strength dramatically declines, it was destined to fail. And for the Empire to fall to that extent, it would require an unmanageable series of natural disasters occurring simultaneously.”

“Well, that’s true.”

Emperor Friedrick III emphasized his point by waving a magically treated piece of paper.

“It’s hard to grasp everything about the case from just a piece of paper….”

“You say things that would upset the Chief Administrator without a second thought.”

“The report by the meticulous Chief Administrator isn’t what seems off. It’s too perfect. That’s the issue.”

Sir Conrad tilted his head in confusion. The report being perfect was a problem?

“Everything fits too neatly, as if someone carefully crafted the causal relationships to make them easily understandable.”

“Hmm, difficult words are a bit….”

“Look here. The transactions between Paradise Bank and the Cardinals of the Church were intricately detailed. The bank itself dispersed the sources of funding and entangled the flows to be complex. Even if the source of the funds was discovered, it wouldn’t pose a problem. They even co-opted lords to act as buffers. So, even if a crisis arose, it would be nearly impossible to point the finger directly at the Cardinals from the main headquarters or Paradise Bank.”

But in this case, that impossible task became a reality.


“According to the report submitted by Cardinal Zion, Georg Melchus tried to hold a meeting with the elves under the pretense of the ‘Theoron Trading Company’ mansion. A young priest, set to be an apostle of the Goddess, found this out beforehand. This young priest voted to dismiss a paladin within their order, a follower of the same God, to gain internal information.”

“So far, I get it. They had a spy who extracted the information about the meeting, right?”

“Yes. And at that meeting, archbishop Levant and the former deputy commander of the Paladins were hidden away. Unaware of this, Georg Melchus confessed his corruption at the meeting… though he fervently denied it afterward.”

“The weight of the claim is different if Archbishop Zion makes it.”

“But that’s not enough to bring them down directly. Here’s another incident: the dismissed prospective apostle suddenly attacked a lord’s mansion.”

And at that location, the deputy manager of Paradise Bank, Roun, appeared. With Cain Leichtahp, the acting master of Sword Mountain.

“The deputy manager of Paradise Bank, the lord of the Genswein family, and the acting master of Sword Mountain were all in one place… There are too many witnesses for there to be any doubt about what happened at the lord’s mansion. But linking it to Georg Melchus is a bit of a stretch. It’s more plausible with Cain Leichtahp.”

“But evidence did come out, didn’t it?”

“It did. Conveniently from the hands of the Sword Demon who attacked Paradise Bank.”

“I must admit, I was surprised. Who would have thought that rowdy girl would do such a thing? Although, given her reasons, it makes sense.”

The elves of Paradise tried to control me with mind-altering drugs. And behind all of it was Cain Leichtahp. So, she killed the president of Paradise Bank…

Emperor Friedrick furrowed his brows and massaged his temples, estimating the effort the Chief Administrator put into framing Leniyar’s rash testimony into a suitable report.

“And that’s where the ‘ledger’ secretly compiled by Paradise Bank was found and submitted. Thanks to that decisive piece of evidence, we could drag all the heads of Paradise Bank, the Church, and Sword Mountain to trial…?”

“That’s a good outcome, isn’t it?”

“It is. Too good.”

“So you believe the report has been fabricated, Your Majesty?”

Friedrick III couldn’t answer easily to that question. The Chief Administrator’s abilities were unquestionable.

Moreover, the report must have been thoroughly verified before submission by thorough crosschecking. At the very least, the contents of the report were factual.

If not, it would imply that those critical witnesses had collectively fabricated their testimonies.

Archbishop Levant, and the Cardinal Zion.

The two young noble girls designated as apostles of the Goddess of Justice.

Berta, the Crusher of Carpenta and former deputy commander of the Paladins.

Leonir, a direct descendant of the Istantil family and a promising paladin.

A young mage, noted as the most promising genius in the Magic Tower.

And the worst rascal Leniyar, whom even the Imperial authority and her master Valken Leichtahp could not control.

‘Could there really be a mastermind who could keep all their mouths shut and manipulate them as they wish…?’

He could guarantee.

‘It’s impossible.’

Even Friedrick III himself couldn’t persuade and mobilize them all. Even if somehow forced, they weren’t the kind of people who would listen. Inevitably, it would fall apart at some point.

Emperor Friedrick openly conveyed his inner thoughts, and Sir Conrad agreed with the sentiment.

“I am not confident about that either. Ah, come to think of it… What about the barbarian who occasionally appears in those testimonies?”

“Barbarian?”

“Yes. The one who appeared with the Sword Demon girl at the Paradise Bank.”

“I saw him. At first, I suspected there might be something, so I even ordered the intelligence department to gather information.”

When Lord Conrad inquired about the outcome, Emperor Friedrick responded ambiguously.

“I’m not sure.”

“Pardon?”

Lord Conrad revealed his genuine surprise at Emperor Friedrick’s candid admission of not knowing. This was because Conrad knew better than anyone the emperor’s abilities surpassed the extraordinary to the superhuman.

“There is something. The individuals testifying have connections, and there are even rumors he vanquished dragons and demons in the border kingdoms.”

“Wow… If that’s true, he’s quite the monster. It’s reasonable to be suspicious.”

“The problem is that all these incidents occurred while the barbarian was in Northland. Furthermore, that barbarian has never set foot on imperial soil.”

Emperor Friedrick glanced at Lord Conrad before continuing his explanation.

“Indeed. If that barbarian is truly behind this incident…”

It would mean that despite never having set foot on the empire’s land, he orchestrated events that even the imperial family couldn’t fully understand or intervene in. He did all this while remaining in Northland across the sea.

“Do you now understand the significance of suspecting that barbarian?”

After the emperor’s lengthy explanation, Sir Conrad’s face hardened as if he were facing a significant threat. Finally, he spoke with a trembling voice.

“This is terrifying news. If such an existence is real, I would immediately change my religion. That would indeed be a divine miracle.”
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It had been about twenty days since they had dealt with the president of the Paradise Bank. In that time, Khan had barely done anything. Most of the events had progressed to a point where they could run smoothly on their own.

The testimonies were already coordinated, and the only variable left was Levant’s archbishop and priest-level cardinal, cardinal Zion. Khan trusted Aries to handle that matter well. It was said that Cardinal Zion was the one who had taken care of her since she was young.

In the game, even during the destruction of the corrupted church by ‘Traitor Leonir’, shion was portrayed as a mere extra who never abandoned his faith. Thanks to Khan, Aries survived and created a connection.

‘Thanks to this, things went more smoothly. Now, the imperial family should be able to handle the rest of the investigation.’

Unless it was an incompetent royal family of a peripheral kingdom, the imperial family should easily be able to paint a plausible picture based on the evidence Khan had scattered around. They would not be able to come up with a perfect conclusion, of course, unless an unforeseen variable Khan couldn’t even imagine occurred.

‘If there is a variable I can think of…’

The one that immediately came to mind was the emperor. From an average player’s perspective, Emperor Friedrick was a hard-to-meet character. At a certain point, a death event would trigger, and by that time, most characters wouldn’t have enough reputation to catch the imperial family’s eye.

Veteran players familiar with the ‘Midland Quest’—like Khan, diehard users—knew Emperor Friedrick well.

‘He’s a troublesome opponent to have.’

Among NPCs, Emperor Friedrick was one of the few named characters known for having exceptionally high AI intelligence. Now that the game had become reality, outsmarting the old emperor in a battle of wits wouldn’t be easy.

Khan wasn’t particularly brilliant. He just knew more about the world’s secrets and had experienced future events through the game.

‘If possible, it’s better to avoid getting involved with the emperor first…’

While he had a strong desire to root out the corruption hidden in the imperial family, he didn’t want to attract the emperor’s attention and hinder his activities. However, all his plans were disrupted by the sudden visit of an official with a curly beard.

“His Majesty has summoned you. Khan, Son of Gordi of Hoarfrost Gorge.”

The emperor had called for him.

***

The conversation with the emperor transpired rather quickly. Even the most prominent nobles of the empire had to go through tiresome and complicated procedures to secure an appointment with Emperor Friedrick.

‘This is essentially a free pass.’

There were no arduous entrance procedures to the palace, which was known for its strict protocols. The goat-bearded official who had come for Khan abruptly took something out of his coat, and upon seeing it, everyone hurriedly made way for them. This fantasy-like reenactment of Moses parting the Red Sea led them to an entirely unexpected place.

“This is…?”


“The bathhouse.”

‘Who doesn’t know that?’

Even a fool could tell from just looking around that this was a bathhouse. What Khan really meant to ask was why he was brought there.

“Before meeting His Majesty, you must clean yourself. I won’t ask you to dress like a court minister. If you don’t know how, the maidservants can help…”

“I’ll do it myself.”

“Alright, then. I have matters to attend to.”

The goat-bearded official, moving swiftly despite his short strides, left the room. Khan, following his instructions, soaked himself in the bath.

It was ironic; medieval people, who didn’t even know how to bathe properly, were telling him to clean himself. But when else would he have an opportunity to use a royal bathhouse?

“Hmm, looks like I’m all clean.”

After about an hour, the goat-bearded official reappeared, nodding in satisfaction. Khan, who enjoyed his bath reminiscent of a modern-day sauna, smiled and returned the nod.

‘The water temperature was somewhat lukewarm, but given the condition of the place, it couldn’t be helped.’

“There are certain protocols for the audience with His Majesty. Normally, we would confiscate your belongings before you enter the palace, but this time, His Majesty has personally granted you special permission to retain them. You should be grateful for His Majesty’s consideration, acknowledging that your kind regards themselves as warriors.”

Well, that’s overwhelmingly generous.

Although Khan didn’t show it outwardly, he knew all too well that having his weapons was merely a formality. The emperor always had that monstrous knight by his side, and within the confines of the imperial palace, assassinating the emperor was impossible.

Even if someone miraculously got past the half-dragon knight, attacking the emperor directly on his throne would be an insurmountable task, even for a transcendent being.

“From here on, mind your words and actions.”

As Khan recalled the game’s settings regarding the palace, the splendid and magnificent palace, which existed beyond the one in the game, came into his view.

“Indeed.”

“His Majesty’s time is invaluable. You won’t be given time to zone out.”

“Well, it’s quite splendid, so I was just having a look around.”


“We can give you a tour after your audience with His Majesty. Hurry up.”

Despite his usual dry demeanor, the goat-bearded official’s mustache twitched, showing he was pleased with Khan’s compliment about his workplace.

Khan’s praise of the imperial palace was neither false nor an exaggeration.

‘It’s even more impressive in person.’

While its scale and grandeur were beyond mere words, what truly impressed Khan was the hidden forces concealed from plain sight. Under the shadows of the palace, ghosts guarded the imperial family silently. The vigilance they emitted was detected through ‘Karyan’s Eyes.’

In other words, without this ability, Khan wouldn’t have known about their hidden locations, let alone their existence.

‘I never realized this in the game because they didn’t appear directly… they’re formidable.’

It was unclear whether their concealment was magical or akin to Alejandro’s natural stealth. However, for them to deceive Khan’s senses meant that even most superhumans would be easily ambushed. One could be stabbed to death by dozens of blades without realizing it.

Furthermore, the emperor’s personal guard, who protected the inner parts of the palace, were the most extravagantly equipped elite forces in the world. Several knights sworn to the emperor’s loyalty and numerous battle mages equivalent to the Magus of the Tower were present.

‘This place is truly an abyss.’

Perhaps this is how a prisoner feels, walking of their own accord to the execution ground. Despite reaching level 33 with experience points earned from capturing Serenil and having an item-boosted strength stat of 77, Khan keenly felt the need to grow stronger.

At least to the level of the top-tier powerhouses—.

“From this point on, my presence is not permitted.”

“I’ll manage.”

“Remember to mind your words and actions. If you want to keep your pride and avoid losing your life, heed my advice.”

Ignoring the repeated warnings that sounded almost like threats from the goat-bearded official, Khan walked slowly down the straight corridor. Even now, the shadows of the imperial family were hiding beyond the walls of the hallway, watching him closely.

If he made any sudden moves, they would burst through the walls and subdue him instantly.

‘…Now, what should I do?’

Honestly, Khan felt that it was premature to meet the emperor. However, since events had unfolded this way, he had no intention of cowering in fear of the emperor’s gaze.

‘I’m not entirely at a disadvantage.’


He was a Reincarnator. While he might have been an ordinary office worker in his original world, in this world, he possessed knowledge surpassing even the emperor’s.

‘I know about the emperor, but the emperor knows little about me. He’s only aware of a few paragraphs about me.’

How much would the imperial intelligence agents have uncovered? At the very least, they would have reported on all the visible events, including those in the border kingdoms. So, what impression would they have of Gordi Khan, the barbarian?

Slowly, Khan’s eyes deepened as he delved into his thoughts.

‘This should be enough for them to grasp.’

—

*

Rumble…

The door opened. The black-gold door, engraved with the crest of the six electoral lords who produced the emperor, was the final barrier to meeting the emperor. It was immovable by ordinary strength and required the combined efforts of several imperial knights. Through this imposing door emerged a colossal figure with ashen skin, unseen on the continent.

“That man…”

“One glance at him tells you he’s an exceptional warrior.”

“Yet, he seems slightly smaller compared to the barbarian we’ve seen before.”

The emperor’s ministers, seated at the lowest level of the dais, exchanged hushed conversations about the imposing barbarian who entered with such assurance.

Behind them, the emperor’s personal guards, as motionless as statues, asserted a formidable presence that bore down on the barbarian.

“Indeed, I don’t sense any mana.”

“Isn’t he the hero who supposedly defeated dragons and demons?”

“Has he perhaps acquired an ancient artifact?”

Directly above the dais where the ministers and personal guards stood, knights loyal to the imperial family and the emperor watched the barbarian. There were only ten of them, but their presence alone would make any adversary feel as if they were facing an impenetrable fortress.

These knights, referred to as ‘Bannerlords’, had reached the pinnacle of knighthood and were the emperor’s most esteemed warriors. But it did not end there.

“……”

“……”

The battle mages, consultants to the imperial mage division and considered superior even to those of the Mage Tower, silently observed. On the next step above the Bannerlords—

“Hoo…”

Conrad, the half-dragon knight and the emperor’s guardian, smiled with a hint of competitive spirit. The overwhelming force within the room, sufficient to conquer the world, was collectively fixated on a single barbarian, preparing to confront him.

In an environment that would chill the spine of even the bravest soul—

“Pay your respects──!”

A man standing on the same level as Sir Conrad, Deon, the chief court minister of the emperor, roared with such volume that it shook the entire chamber, without needing the aid of magic.

“……”

With a languid gaze, the emperor watched the barbarian’s response. What would he do under such an overwhelming amount of attention and pressure?

Khan’s lips curled slightly, excited by the madness of what he was about to do.

“A warrior from Hoarfrost Gorge does not kneel──!!”
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An almost surreal silence enveloped the room. Even the ministers, not shy to give frank advice, the emperor’s personal guards ready to die for him, the ten Bannerlords who serve as the Imperial standard, the Battle Mages known as undefeated specters of war, and Deon, the trusted chief court minister to the emperor—all were unsure how to react to the barbarian’s defiant declaration, ‘I will not kneel’.

Surprisingly, Sir Conrad was the only one smirking, barely suppressing his laughter. The emperor, noticing Conrad’s reaction, turned and nodded subtly to Deon, who then reprimanded with a booming voice belying his small stature.

“The Emperor, recognized by the six Electoral Lords and mandated by the heavens, is not just a ruler of the Empire but the rightful guardian of Midland. You must present the appropriate respect before the protector of the mortal realm.”

Deon, with his pale complexion, lean frame, and tired eyes, was more than a feeble middle-aged man confined to a desk.

“Self-respect is important for a great warrior, but is it truly as crucial as one’s life?”

His authority, befitting the confidant of the ruler of the most dominant nation on the continent, proved he was more than a man who had never swung a sword.

The pressure on the barbarian from Deon’s repeated admonitions would have been unimaginable, let alone from the ten stoic knights standing like a wall between the emperor and the barbarian.

Their fierce aura, ready for combat at the utterance of the contemptuous phrase ‘I will not kneel’, seemed to weigh down the very air.

“Hmm…”

Even Conrad, who managed to restrain his amusement and watched the scene with interest, had yet to intervene. Everyone, except the inscrutable emperor, believed that even the proud elves of Paradise would kneel in such a setting.

As every eye focused on the barbarian’s next move, he slowly inhaled and spoke.

“A warrior from Hoarfrost Gorge does not fear death─!”

It was a refusal, just like the first time.

‘Foolish.’

Deon’s tired eyes contorted in annoyance. Was it indeed so difficult to kneel even once, especially before the emperor of the Empire? This matter transcended a warrior’s pride. Showing deference to the ruler of the continent’s prevailing nation was a matter of course.

The emperor of the Empire is a being worthy of such respect. Though he had heard of the barbarian’s formidable prowess beforehand, before the emperor, he was nothing more than an orc before an ogre.

“If you truly meant what you said, then there should be no objection to being punished here for your insolence, correct?”

Deon murmured quietly. The Bannerlords and the Battle Mages reacted instantly, ready to force the impudent barbarian to kneel themselves.

SLAM—!

“Threats from the mouth alone are something even a dog could manage!”


The barbarian stomped fiercely on the gold-embroidered carpet. In an instant, fiery sparks seemed to flash in the eyes of the Bannerlords and Battle Mages.

To display one’s strength before the emperor was tantamount to insulting the Empire itself. It was a grave offense punishable by immediate execution, regardless of one’s status.

However, the emperor was the master of this space. Hence, the Bannerlords and Battle Mages exercised extreme patience.

“This is becoming a meaningless shouting match.”

Perhaps acknowledging their remarkable restraint, Sir Conrad, having fully lost his earlier amusement, turned to face the emperor’s dais.

“Your Majesty, please give the order to behead this barbarian at once.”

Several ministers gasped at his words. With the continent’s transcenders imprisoned in the Cradle of the Void by their contract with the emperor, the one closest to the rank of the continent’s mightiest had declared he would personally take action.

“Are you sure about this?”

“Are you referring to this old body of mine? Or our brave friend over there?” replied Conrad, adopting the familiar tone he used in private conversations with the emperor, his smile slowly reappearing.

“The worth of kneeling seems to weigh heavier than the head on his shoulders. I intend to find out if that’s true. He may die if he’s unlucky. Either way, he can prove his words.”

If he lives, it demonstrates that he’s worthy of his arrogance by defending his head before the Empire’s greatest knight. If he dies, it proves that he valued his pride above his life. Either outcome forces him to prove himself.

The emperor nodded in acknowledgment of Conrad’s brazen decision.

“Then, I shall briefly disrupt the court.”

His tone was far from that of a typical loyal subject, more like that of a carefree wanderer.

Step. Step. Step.

Conrad’s aura was equally unburdened as he descended the dais. He wore no armor and did not seem to have any intention of drawing his sword, approaching with bare hands.

With his unremarkable demeanor and appearance, one could hardly consider him a knight.

Slide.

Yet, no one doubted him. The Bannerlords and the Battle Mages, secure in their unparalleled might, bowed and made way, acknowledging his supremacy.

Conrad stopped a few meters away, standing at the same level as the barbarian. Despite the distance, no one felt that the gap between them was wide.


“What do you think? Would you still like to apologize to His Majesty for your rudeness and show proper respect?”

Conrad asked, shrugging his shoulders. Neither he nor anyone else expected the barbarian to back down, and the expected response followed.

“Imperial people have long tongues. I wouldn’t call them warriors.”

“Then, shall we end our conversation here?”

Conrad remarked with a faint smile, and at that moment, a blue sun rose.

Fwoosh!

The blue sun overshadowed all the light in the chamber, but no matter how one stared at it, it didn’t blind them. This was not real light but a manifestation of Conrad’s immensely condensed aura, glowing like a sun.

“I’ll still give you one last chance to change your mind.”

Conrad’s figure was obscured by the blue sun; only his voice emanated from within. Then the aura, which had radiated outward like a globe, began to condense further.

The strength, already surpassing high-level magic, condensed again. This power could obliterate the entire palace with a simple gesture. Conrad, standing like a human-shaped blue sun, resembled a sun God.

“I will count to five.”

The human form of Conrad, made of blue light, opened his palm.

“If you kneel before I count all my fingers, I will not attack you. Starting now.”

“One.”

One finger folded down.

In his other hand, a small sphere of aura formed. Anyone sensitive to mana felt a chilling fear when they saw it.

“Two.”

The sphere of aura began to take the shape of a sword.

Conrad, crafting a magic sword from thin air, held it slowly. Just swinging it could unleash destruction comparable to the spells cast by the masters of the Mage Tower.

“Three.”


The hand holding the sword pointed it towards the sky.

The mere act of raising the sword seemed to absorb all light in the world. In actuality, new currents of aura swirled around the sword, focusing on it.

“Four.”

The aura used to condense the sword and the aura enveloping it clashed, creating unimaginable pressure. Yet this pressure didn’t extend beyond a one or two-meter radius of Conrad. This was a testament to his perfect control over his power.

It also proved that the precisely harnessed power could be directed entirely towards a single target. As Conrad slowly folded his last remaining finger, he murmured, “Five.”

However, before his finger had completely clenched, the final word “five” echoed out, surprisingly not from Conrad, but from the barbarian’s lips.

Clang!

Like cannon fire, the barbarian’s form propelled forward, stamping his foot down as if piercing the ground with his toe. It was an unexpected move—instead of recoiling from the opportunity to recant, he charged forward!

Conrad, momentarily flustered, forgot to finish folding his fingers and instead brought his raised arm down slowly.

Rumble…

A catastrophic force crushed down on the one beneath it. Not even a proper sword strike, but merely the byproduct of the slashing motion was enough to debilitate a superhuman. Sir Conrad, the half-dragon knight, was such a monster.

Even if one was a Bannerlord, alone they would hardly be able to take a step forward under such pressure.

Bang!

Unable to withstand the pressure while leaping, the barbarian’s foot slammed into the ground. Conrad was certain that the barbarian would never walk again. Yet, the barbarian pushed off with the opposite foot, leaping once more.

‘A true monster.’

A warrior who had slaughtered demons and dragons. Conrad genuinely admired him and quickened the descent of his arm.

Even if the barbarian’s movements were too fast for the eye, in the realm of superhumans—especially for someone a notch above like Conrad—such speed was not extraordinary.

‘It was surprising, but that’s it.’

Though it seemed a slow sword strike to him, it would appear as a flash of lightning to his opponent. However, he’d adjusted it to be just perceptible enough for evasion. An intentional moderation to test the barbarian’s true intent.

‘Now, what’s your real play?’

‘Do you actually think you can kill me here?’ Even harboring such a thought, facing a near-sincere strike from a contender for the strongest on the continent could make anyone hesitate.

If the opponent was a superhuman, even more so. They would instinctively feel the power wielded by the sword. That’s why he moderated his speed. To force a rapid decision and action in a critical moment.

Even the slightest hesitation would give Conrad the opening he needed to annihilate the barbarian in front of him. If the barbarian truly intended to uphold his beliefs in front of the emperor, he would have to rush towards death without a moment’s hesitation.

But that’s an immensely difficult task.

No, it’s impossible.

That’s when Conrad was certain of the barbarian’s failure and death.

“What…?!”

Just as the barbarian’s form was already moving at a considerable speed, it accelerated even further. Conrad’s transcendent senses felt a gust pushing the barbarian from behind.

Conrad was astonished.

‘Did that insane barbarian just dodge my sword and then increase his speed to charge at me?’

Such an act was tantamount to hastening his own demise. Even if Conrad didn’t initially intend to kill him, closing the distance would inadvertently force his hand. Yet, the barbarian had done just that.

The aura-forged sword stopped precisely before the barbarian’s forehead. And the barbarian’s fist halted right before Conrad’s chin.

“Ha ha…!”

In that moment, Conrad felt a form of respect. Of course, the barbarian’s fist was no threat to Conrad. If he hadn’t stopped, the recoil alone would have destroyed the barbarian’s body.

‘He couldn’t have known that…’

The only remaining explanation was clear.

‘He noticed that I stopped my attack, so he reciprocated.’

No sane person could do that. Not even Conrad himself, if roles were reversed, would have succeeded. But the man who had done it stood before him, and it was undeniable.

“I acknowledge you. You are a warrior.”

It was an achievement so grand it would make one think the barbarian could see into Conrad’s mind, understanding his lack of lethal intent. To the one who achieved such a feat, Conrad subtly bowed his head—a gesture permitted only before the emperor—showing his respect.

He then slowly turned and looked at the emperor. The emperor, recognizing the meaning in Conrad’s gaze, straightened his arm from resting on his chin and spoke.

“The warrior from the far north has proven himself. You need not show formal respect. Be at ease.”

Though his words praised the barbarian’s remarkable bravery and granted him a reward, the emperor’s eyes darkened with contemplation.

No matter how he thought about it, it was difficult to equate such a valiant and upright warrior, an epitome of a true warrior, with the shadowy figure who orchestrated events capable of shaking the entire Empire without being detected by the imperial watch.

‘Then who could it possibly be?’
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It felt as if a bomb capable of erasing the terrain had stopped right in front of his face. Conrad’s strike, condensed into the form of a sword, was akin to the power Khan had unleashed in his previous duel with the golden dragon Areolus. A mere graze would have surely blown his head off.

‘Damn, I genuinely thought I was going to die.’

For the true warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge, dying at the hands of a strong opponent like Conrad would be a great honor, and they would have boldly faced their demise. But while Khan might appear to be such a warrior on the outside, at heart, he was just an ordinary office worker. It was a harrowing gamble.

‘If it weren’t for these eyes… I would have definitely died.’

He had a certain level of assurance. Conrad’s demand was for Khan to prove his words through actions. By personally testing him, a man of Conrad’s stature, second only to the emperor, would silence any further objections.

Of course, had Khan failed to prove himself, he would have been ruthlessly slain. Even someone like Conrad, among the continent’s mightiest knights, wasn’t free from the surveillance of Karyan’s Eyes.

Naturally, if it had been a full-fledged battle, Khan wouldn’t have survived. However, Conrad’s deliberate pacing allowed Khan to react, making the situation more manageable.

‘Moreover… the emperor.’

From beginning to end, the person Khan was most wary of was the emperor. The old emperor’s scrutiny, veiled under a guise of indifference, was palpable. Dispelling his suspicions was paramount. Under no circumstances could ‘Gordi Khan’ be marked as a dangerous individual in Emperor Friedrick’s eyes. Such a designation would severely hinder future operations.

“Then, let us skip the grand formalities and tedious procedures.”

And presently, the emperor’s scrutinizing gaze had considerably softened. Through Karyan’s Eyes, Khan could see that the negativity in the emperor’s mind had significantly diminished. It seemed his portrayal of a brave barbarian warrior had been quite effective.

“Your Majesty.”

“The court minister must have seen it too. The bravery that did not falter even before Sir Conrad. Moreover, in the brief confrontation just now, he proved his own strength.”

“However…”

“There are no objections.”

Deon, who seemed poised to oppose the emperor, backed down easily. It wasn’t so much that he objected to the exception made for Khan, but rather he took the initiative to raise objections so that other ministers wouldn’t have to.

“Indeed. A warrior from Hoarfrost Gorge, known in the borderlands as a dragon slayer and demon vanquisher. Recently, in the Empire, he even slew an elder elf from the Paradise Bank.”

“The Sword Demon did that, not me!”

“The intelligence department must have erred.”

The old fox!


Khan suppressed the urge to spit on the floor in irritation.

Even though Leniyar had already testified that she was the one who killed the Paradise Bank president, Serenil, and they had accepted that testimony, the emperor’s sly question—’Wasn’t it you who killed Serenil?’—implied otherwise. It was clear that while some suspicion had been alleviated, it wasn’t completely gone.

“The reason for arranging this meeting was to witness the warrior who ended significant turmoil in the border kingdoms. Additionally, we aim to duly honor those achievements.”

“I’m not here to accept any rewards!”

Suppressing his urge to show his irritation and maintaining his act as the rugged barbarian, Khan furrowed his brows at the emperor’s next words.

“I didn’t ask for your permission. The emperor’s role entails such decrees. As I mentioned, you have ended disturbances that the Empire itself should have quelled. Naturally, we must proclaim this achievement throughout the Empire, ensuring everyone knows the name of Gordi Khan, the warrior who vanquished dragons and demons. Isn’t that a great honor for a warrior?”

The emperor’s intent lay in the act of bestowing the reward itself. By personally commending the resolution of conflicts in the border kingdoms, the emperor reasserted the Empire’s dominance over the continent. Additionally, bringing Khan, a new superhuman, to the forefront was another of the emperor’s strategic moves.

‘Damn old fox.’

The direct commendation from the emperor was an unparalleled honor—most would consider it the highest privilege. However, from Khan’s perspective, it was the worst-case scenario; he was effectively being cornered.

His previous opponents had always operated under the assumption that barbarian were an inferior species, which had led to moments of overconfidence that he could exploit.

However, once he became an emperor-endorsed barbarian, that element of surprise would vanish. His enemies would no longer underestimate him, removing any margin for error.

‘I don’t really have grounds to refuse.’

Having demonstrated the value he placed on honor, refusing an offer to elevate that very honor would seem contradictory. Of course, he could come up with dozens of excuses, but that would be counterproductive, reigniting the emperor’s dwindling suspicions.

He was out of options. Khan decided to accept the emperor’s reward for now.

‘For the time being.’

Since he had been played, it was only fair to return the favor with something even more substantial.

“Then I will accept it proudly! There’s no reason to refuse given treasures!”

Khan, playing the role of the simple-minded barbarian, gave a faint smile. The strategic battle with Emperor Friedrick had only just begun, and the first encounter ended with both sides landing a punch, making it an even fight.

‘Though this conflict started against my will, I have no intention of going down easily.’

What would the emperor do next, having failed to uncover answers from the most suspicious individual? With all accessible information already gathered, how would he proceed to gain new insights? The answer was clear.


‘He will have to seek me out again.’

*

“I think I need to meet that barbarian again.”

“Summoning him again? I thought you concluded he wasn’t the mastermind behind the events?”

“…I got the impression he wasn’t involved. Although I threatened him with rewards and a grand proclamation, he accepted it calmly.”

“That was a threat?”

“If he were indeed a shadowy figure, he would naturally avoid drawing attention to himself. It was the most effective form of intimidation.”

As many ministers exited, leaving only his trusted advisor Deon and Sir Conrad, the emperor murmured in frustration.

“I almost hoped he would react negatively…”

“To me, it doesn’t seem that dire. The prospect of a monster manipulating the Empire’s affairs from across the sea, yet possessing immense personal strength, is far more terrifying. And if it turns out there is no mastermind, isn’t that better?”

“It’s not that simple, Sir Conrad.” said Deon, his face grim.

“Throughout history, there have always been numerous factions operating within the Empire, but they have always been manageable within the imperial power’s reach. This time, however, it’s beyond the Empire’s control.”

“That serious…?”

“This unknown entity handled an issue that even the imperial forces decided to temporarily overlook, and they did so effortlessly. In the process, two of the Three Pillars are facing a leadership overhaul.”

“If individuals close to this shadowy figure fill the vacant leadership positions? Then more than half of the Empire’s foundational pillars would come under the influence of an unknown entity. The likelihood of such outcomes is high if this shadowy figure indeed exists.”

Emperor Friedrick massaged his temples, hesitating as he pondered.

“Think about the witnesses involved in this incident.”

“Ah—!”

Conrad exclaimed briefly, realizing why Emperor Friedrick and Deon were so gravely concerned.

“Two prospective apostles, the Archbishop of Levant, the paladin from Istantil…!”


“In addition, the Sword Mountain faction’s Sword Demon, who was vying with Cain Lichstaff for the next Sword Master position, is now effectively the next leader. There’s also the most promising genius from the Magic Tower involved, not to mention Sir Berta, the former deputy commander of the Paladins, who has been summoned back to the Empire…”

Deon, the royal advisor, marveled at the unseen “shadow” with a mix of awe and apprehension.

“If they chose to, they’ve gathered enough influential figures on their side to potentially dismantle the Empire from within.”

Moreover, the issue with the Paradise Bank couldn’t be ignored. Deon presented the latest report from the chief administrative officer.

“Recently, the operations of the Paradise Bank have come to a complete halt. The simultaneous absence of both the president and vice president is curious, especially given the bank’s passive response to the main branch being attacked. They’ve even blocked transactions themselves. The chief administrative officer suspects that the main branch’s ledgers may have been retrieved by someone.”

This also posed a problem.

The perpetrators behind the attack on the Paradise Bank were twofold: the Sword Demon and Gordi Khan. While there were testimonies about a dwarf appearing at the scene, they had vanished without a trace, making it challenging to extract any information.

However, this confirmed one thing.

“The evidence showing the cardinals receiving bribes from the Paradise Bank must have come from ledgers the bank kept. Securing those ledgers and bringing the cardinals to trial indicates there is definitely a mastermind. The Sword Demon and the barbarian must be connected to this mastermind in some way.”

“Your Majesty, it would be wise to summon the barbarian again and extract information from him.”

“…The court minister is right.”

Emperor Friedrick made his decision, his eyes gleaming as he issued his command.

“Send him a scroll. Include it subtly among the rewards we’ve promised him.”

“A scroll… an invitation to the Dark Chamber. It is indeed the perfect place for discreet conversation. But do you think that barbarian would recognize it? More importantly, would such a straightforward individual, willing to risk his life on his integrity, use something so suspicious? He seems to be working under that shadowy mastermind.”

“He will comply.”

“How can you be so sure, Your Majesty?”

Emperor Friedrick replied in a blasé manner as if the answer was obvious.

“That barbarian’s loyalty notwithstanding, the mastermind is an exceptionally ruthless individual.”

Currently, the emperor is the one in urgent need. By instilling this perception, he will certainly make moves to tighten the leash.

“Keep a close watch on the barbarian for a while. Note everyone he comes into contact with. Identify them. Report every detail meticulously.”

***

“Interesting.”

Back in Levant’s mansion, Khan gave a sly smile as he examined the reward bestowed upon him by the emperor.

『Space Movement Scroll』

There was no need to open the information window to identify this scroll. It was a relic connected to the “Dark Chamber”, an ancient artifact ensuring a secure and private environment for conversation.

The implication was clear.

‘They want to talk.’

Assuming his act had worked perfectly, Emperor Friedrick must have surmised that there was a shadowy mastermind behind Khan. This scroll was the emperor’s way of sending a message to that mastermind.

‘If you truly exist, let’s have a private chat.’

It was a kind of provocation.

‘It’s no wonder I’ve noticed more people around.’

Should the mastermind respond to the conversation, it would narrow down the list of potential suspects to those Khan had interacted with after receiving the reward.

To compile a list of these individuals, the emperor’s spies had been stationed around the mansion.

‘But things won’t go as they hope.’

From the start, Khan had anticipated the existence of the “Dark Chamber”.

It would be strange if a seasoned veteran, who had nurtured countless heroes, had never encountered the Dark Chamber.

Naturally, he had already prepared for this eventuality.

‘Whatever happens, it won’t go your way, emperor.’

—

*

Emperor Friedrick reclined in the rigid chair.

This “Dark Chamber”, created by the ancient ancestors, required the ultra-rare “Space Movement Scroll” for entry. Within, spatial divisions ensured complete isolation for uninterrupted conversation—a unique environment.

Given its rarity, there was little reason to waste a Space Movement Scroll here, but throughout the imperial history, the Dark Chamber had been employed occasionally.

Mostly, it was used when the emperor’s safety couldn’t be guaranteed during a standard meeting, or when absolute secrecy was required.

Whirrr…

A light appeared on the opposite side of the Dark Chamber shortly after the emperor had settled in.

The figure that materialized atop the coordinate magic circle was unexpected enough to leave the emperor visibly taken aback.

‘What race is this?’

With light brown skin, black hair, and dark brown eyes, this individual had an appearance unfamiliar in Midland.

He seemed to be in his late twenties but looked older due to his weary eyes, which made him appear closer to thirty. Though he had a slightly protruding belly, his overall build was solid. In terms of physique, he could easily be compared to a well-trained knight.

What stood out the most was the man’s bizarre attire. Throughout his long reign, the emperor had encountered people from numerous nations and seen their unique garments, yet this outfit was beyond his comprehension.

‘It worked perfectly.’

From the emperor’s reaction, the man confirmed that the item option of the “Disguise Robe of Mortalia” —disguise—had worked as intended. Khan, borrowing his appearance from Earth, inwardly smiled.

—

─Disguise: Designate a specific target. The target perceives the wearer in the appearance specified by the wearer.

TL’s Corner:
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From the beginning, the emperor couldn’t hide his unease. The exotic racial characteristics and attire of the figure before him suggested he was someone extraordinary.

No, this was the person who had been manipulating the Three Pillars of the Empire from the shadows.

‘He couldn’t be anything but exceptional.’

“Take a seat. You can relax; in this place, no physical interference between us is possible.”

“I’m aware of that. However, it seems proper to introduce myself first. You’ve lived far longer than I have, being the ruler of a nation.”

The emperor’s eyes widened slightly.

The man’s demeanor was unexpectedly mild and polite. He had been curious about the individual who commanded rough figures like the Sword Demon and the barbarian warrior.

“Call me Han. Since you are senior to me by far, please be at ease.”

“… Very well.”

The name felt clearly like an alias, but Emperor Friedrick didn’t delve into it. This was an opponent who worked from the shadows, after all.

Formally exchanging names in such a manner indicated a somewhat favorable stance towards the emperor, which was actually more reassuring.

“Your Majesty wished to meet me. Is it because you are worried about what I might do to the Empire?”

“It sounds like you could do just that if you wanted. Such words are hardly appropriate before the emperor of the Empire.”

“Well… speculating isn’t prohibited, is it? In my wildest dreams, I might imagine myself sitting on the imperial throne.”

The audacious tone was brazen, yet the emperor didn’t admonish the self-proclaimed “Han”. His relaxed manner didn’t provoke hostility; rather, such straightforwardness provided reassurance. The most dangerous threats were those unseen.

‘This is essentially saying he has no such intentions.’

With the man’s intentions more or less understood, Emperor Friedrick decided to move to the next stage of their conversation.

“What did you do with the ledgers from the Paradise Bank?”

“Of course, I have them.”

“And do you have a plan for their use?”


“Leaving them as they are might be the most effective approach, don’t you think?”

Han’s statement was accurate.

The purpose of the Paradise Bank, backed by the elves, was to extend the elves’ influence across the continent, establishing a foothold in doing so.

“Look at the pitiful state of the Paradise Bank now. Time is no longer on the side of those pointy-eared folks. The longer they keep transactions blocked, the more their position in the banking sector will erode. The hyenas already eyeing the banking business started by the Paradise Bank will only become more frenzied.”

“And the trading house that stands to gain the most from this will depend on your choice, it seems.”

“Haha… Who knows? I hadn’t thought that far ahead, but given that suggestion, it might be worth a shot.”

The emperor was certain that Han’s casual demeanor was a façade. Someone who had orchestrated such a perfect plan wouldn’t have hesitated to consider controlling the banking business directly.

“You’re making idle threats.”

“Threats? I don’t know what you mean.”

Seeing Han blink innocently as if he knew nothing, Emperor Friedrick clicked his tongue.

“Leave the Merchant Guilds as they are. Even if they eventually need to be dismantled, doing it too hastily will cause too many side effects. It’s better to set up a competitor to gradually consume them.”

“Uh… Are you sure it’s alright to say that? You are, after all, the emperor.”

“Stop pretending to be naïve. Wasn’t that your plan all along? Using Theoron’s estate in Koeltz was too obvious.”

Han continued to feign ignorance, tilting his head in confusion. The emperor, clicking his tongue again, opened his mouth.

“The lord’s family in Koeltz, entangled in your schemes, has close ties with the Theoron Merchant Guild. That’s why Georg Melchus visited Theoron’s estate without suspicion. However, the true owner of the Theoron Merchant Guild isn’t the Genswein family but the Platinum Merchant Guild that supplies their goods.”

“…”

“And it’s long been known that your barbarian friend had a meeting with the head of the Platinum Merchant Guild. During that meeting, he killed the head of the Paradise Bank’s external affairs department. You must have made some agreement with the Platinum Merchant Guild back then. In return, you facilitated their entry into the Empire through this incident.”

The emperor’s triumphant gaze seemed to ask, “How’s that?”

Han responded with an awkward laugh, seemingly taken aback by the unexpected accuracy of the emperor’s comments.

“Haha… Indeed, you don’t become an emperor just by chance. Yes, you’re right. From the start, I planned to use the Platinum Merchant Guild to dismantle the Empire’s Merchant Guilds. Truly, Emperor Friedrick, you live up to your reputation as a wise ruler…”


“Enough with the flattery. As I said earlier, leave the Merchant Guilds for now.”

“Hmm… In exchange for what?”

The emperor’s eyebrow twitched.

“In exchange?”

“Yes. There must be something to balance the scales, correct?”

“You’re quite bold. Almost excessively so. Do you think you can forever evade the grasp of the Empire?”

“At the very least, I don’t think you’ll catch me.”

From the isolated space, the emperor felt Han’s confidence. This man genuinely believed the Empire wouldn’t be able to catch him.

“And there’s no need for you to antagonize me, Your Majesty.”

“Are you suggesting I tolerate an unidentified shadowy force?”

Han’s assured expression didn’t change.

“Indeed. You see, having me as an ally could be far more beneficial than hunting a phantom. I have shown my hand already and have no further intentions to disrupt the Empire. My focus lies elsewhere.”

Emperor Friedrick mulled over Han’s words.

“What do you propose?”

“First, let me correct a misunderstanding. I neither have a formidable faction nor hide in the shadows. It’s quite disheartening to hear such claims when I’ve shown my face so openly.”

Furthermore, Han, with a smile that belied a hidden meaning, continued.

“My goal is, after all, world peace.”

The absurdity of the statement made Emperor Friedrick’s face harden. He felt Han was mocking him.

“Ah, please hear me out, Your Majesty,” Han interrupted, noticing the emperor’s displeased expression. He wore his characteristic warm and easygoing smile.

“I’ll explain my true objective right now.”


*

Emperor Friedrick found himself momentarily stunned by the long and seemingly far-fetched narrative that abruptly began.

And with good reason.

“Well, it’s quite sudden, I admit. Talking about an imminent war, the Empire’s downfall, the descent of a great demon—it all sounds outlandish.”

However, what Khan, disguised as his previous incarnation thanks to the “Disguise Robe of Mortalia,” conveyed to the emperor encompassed the impending catastrophes this world would soon face.

Of course, he didn’t spell out the details explicitly.

“In such cases, being rather vague tends to be more effective.”

Indeed, the usually sharp-witted Emperor Friedrick seemed to be in a state of bewilderment, much like a stunned fish.

“But it is the undeniable truth.”

And Khan’s instincts from his days as a sales representative kicked in, telling him that now was the time to press on.

“If you doubt my words, consider what my friends have done on my behalf.”

They cleansed a region on the brink of becoming a demon’s lair, vanquished an ancient dragon reborn after millennia, defeated two demons in a situation where paladins couldn’t promptly intervene, thwarted the Paradise Bank’s ambitions that could have threatened the Empire, and prevented the corruption of the Three Pillars.

On a minor scale, they prevented the downfall of a border kingdom, while on a major scale, they resolved issues central to the Empire, ultimately contributing to world peace.

“Well, it’s true we’ve gained various benefits. But was any of that for me? The enemies are still strong, and we remain weak. We had no choice but to grow stronger.”

“Enemies?”

“Yes, enemies.”

The emperor showed keen interest at the mention of “enemies” and Khan knew he had the emperor hooked.

‘Got him!’

Now was the time to seal the deal, to dump the troublesome main quests onto the competent emperor.

“How much do you know about the Followers of Truth?”

Emperor Friedrick nodded in acknowledgment.

Naturally, he assumed the emperor knew of their existence. After all, Khan had briefly explained to his comrades who the “Followers of Truth” were, and they had encountered them firsthand.

It was only logical that such information would have been passed on to the factions they belonged to, eventually reaching the emperor’s ears.

“Then, are you aware of this?”

However, the emperor likely didn’t know this particular detail.

“There is a Saboteur hiding within the imperial household, extracting information.”

*

A member of the Followers of Truth, publicly known as an imperial administrator, the Saboteur casually read a report detailing the emperor’s activities.

‘The Dark Chamber, the emperor has played his trump card.’

The Dark Chamber was considered an ‘open secret’ among those in the know. Essentially, it was the only place where the emperor could safely converse with a designated ‘high-risk individual’.

These conversations could not be overheard because the spatial barrier of the Dark Chamber rejected the presence of more than two souls.

‘He’s deemed the orchestrator of this situation as such a threat?’

Even in his old age, the emperor’s judgment was formidable, thought the Saboteur, inwardly impressed.

Within the Followers of Truth, the Saboteur was counted among the elite mages. Naturally, he had access to secrets that others couldn’t easily approach. Moreover, his position as an imperial administrator provided him with insights into events unfolding across the continent.

From the Saboteur’s perspective, the orchestrator behind this chaos was undoubtedly a significant threat.

‘Argon Kingdom was no coincidence, then.’

In fact, the Followers of Truth had clashed with this unknown entity even before the Paradise Bank incident. Seeing their plans thwarted repeatedly by a single barbarian, the Saboteur had seriously considered stepping in to eliminate the insolent warrior.

‘Up until now, I’ve had to bide my time, unable to leave my position.’

But that was no longer necessary.

Now that he had entered the Empire, escaping the Saboteur’s scrutiny would be nearly impossible. With most Seekers already operating discreetly throughout the Empire, capturing him wouldn’t be difficult if he so desired. Though the barbarian’s prowess was extraordinary, it couldn’t compare to the fully prepared forces of the Seekers.

‘The only concern is that the Apostle has shown interest in that barbarian.’

However, even that had now been addressed.

‘Subjugating the shadowy factions involving key figures from the Three Pillars will greatly benefit the grand cause of the Assembly.’

There was no longer any reason to hold back. The Saboteur began drafting letters to be sent to Seekers and followers across the Empire.

‘We’ll strike the moment he leaves Levant.’
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The Saboteur, otherwise known as the Seeker, infiltrated the royal family a long time ago. He hadn’t become a Follower of Truth after being appointed as an administrator; rather, he had been a Follower of Truth from the very beginning, using his remarkable abilities to rise to the position of the royal court’s administrator.

As a mage on par with the heads of the Magic Tower, he was also an administrator whose competence was acknowledged by the emperor himself, and for decades, a first-class spy who had been leaking imperial intelligence. Truly an epitome of talent, his work began early each morning.

“Ah, you’ve arrived…!”

“Let me see how the tasks are progressing. I imagine it’s been quite hectic already.”

There wasn’t a pressing need for him to arrive so early, but given the current turmoil in the empire, vital information flowed and was discarded in the blink of an eye.

The Saboteur couldn’t just stand by; he was the instigator behind the crisis at the Paradise Bank, after all. He had personally visited the bank’s president, confined by the cautious movements of the Paradise Bank, informing her of the emperor’s impending death to push her into bold expansion.

‘Tch. If that foolish president hadn’t been caught…’

The Paradise Bank would have succeeded in expanding its influence without issue, weakening the empire’s strength and leading to further chaos. It would have been an ideal environment for the Followers of Truth to operate in.

But his plans had crumbled.

While various experiments in the border kingdoms were thwarted, the ambitious plans of the Saboteur, who had sought to use the elves of Paradise for his grand scheme, had burst like a bubble in a single night.

‘A failure, perhaps, but hardly a serious loss.’

The Followers of Truth, while ostensibly a secret society, were almost devoid of any sense of camaraderie. They were tied together solely by their desire for the Truth.

Looking at just the results, it wasn’t a big loss.

There was only a personal disappointment from the Saboteur’s perspective. In fact, some members were likely celebrating his failure.

After all, the views on ‘Truth’ differed among the Seekers, and occasionally, the Apostle of Truth offered limited ancient magics and research journals.

There was an inherent competitive structure among the Seekers.

‘It’s going to be noisy for a while.’

The Saboteur sneered at the thought of other Seekers who would likely make a fuss about his failure, then proceeded to his usual duties.

“His Majesty has summoned you.”

“The emperor?”


It had only been a moment since Emperor Friedrick, considering the barbarian as the possible “shadowy figure”, had opened up the Dark Chamber.

It hadn’t been long since he was summoned, so…

‘Did they discover something?’

If that were true, it would be incredible news. That troublesome barbarian had been a thorn in his side, and he had been eagerly waiting for an opportunity to eliminate him.

If the emperor had discovered something about the person suspected to be behind the barbarian, it would be perfect.

The Saboteur wasted no time heading to where the emperor awaited. As usual, the emperor would provide him with information and orders, and he would appear to carry them out while disseminating that information among the Seekers across the land.

“Are you truly the Saboteur?”

That was what he thought until the emperor abruptly mentioned his alias.

“You look surprised.”

“That is not it, Your Majesty…”

He tried his best not to show his shock, but the emperor seemed to notice even the slightest signs.

To the Saboteur, this was sudden and catastrophic. He had maintained his cover flawlessly for decades, and now, out of the blue, he was unmasked? Had the emperor known all along?

‘There’s no way…!’

Even the most seasoned high-level mage was still human, capable of feeling emotions. In such a sudden moment of exposure, maintaining composure was nearly impossible for anyone.

However, the mage’s inherent rationality allowed him to think of potential responses despite his panic. He could either deny everything until the end or admit the truth and quickly flee.

But neither seemed viable.

“Unbelievable. Was my judgment flawed? Did I fail to recognize a spy for decades…from just one question…?”

“Your Majesty—”

“Sir Conrad.”

A force appeared before him that stripped away all his options.


“I never imagined you would be a spy. Life is full of surprises.”

“Conrad…!”

“Where did you sell your title of ‘Sir’, head administrator?”

A commoner by birth, the Saboteur held an administrative position due to his exceptional abilities. Now, his external identity as an imperial head administrator and spy duties were revealed.

The Saboteur realized that continuing to hide was futile. It was clear that the emperor had uncovered his identity through some means, and Conrad, the half-dragon knight, had robbed him of even a moment’s hesitation.

Boom!

“Mana…! And at a level comparable to a tower master’s!”

The emperor’s eyes widened at the torrent of mana the Saboteur unleashed. Instantly, it matched the mana level of a Magic Tower master, and as time passed, it soared beyond that. It was astonishing how he had managed to hide such power while posing as a commoner administrator.

‘To use this here…!’

The Saboteur pulled out an ancient artifact known as the Heart of the Lesser Dragon. Its sole function was to store and extract mana, but its capacity was so vast that it earned its name.

This relic, prepared by the Apostle of Truth, had been specially modified for the Saboteur’s infiltration of the imperial palace.

When Serenil, the president of Paradise Bank, had encountered the Saboteur, she was astonished by his profound power. That power arose from sensing fragments of mana stored in the Heart of the Lesser Dragon.

“Your Majesty. It’s regrettable that you’ve discovered my true identity, but…!”

Even a small portion of the heart’s mana was enough to unsettle an elder elf. The total mana capacity of the Heart of the Lesser Dragon was akin to that of an actual dragon.

The user of this heart wasn’t just an ordinary mage but a high-ranking mage proficient in numerous ancient and contemporary spells.

『For now, Your Majesty will have to become a hostage!』

The Saboteur’s voice echoed like a divine will as he absorbed all the mana from the heart into his body. Endless mana surged within him, and the spell he conjured radiated supreme transcendence.

The ancient spell, rekaris’s Thunderflame. Originally, it unleashed a single bolt of devastating lightning, but depending on the mana consumed, it could multiply infinitely—a concept transcending modern spell systems.

Rumble—!!

A red bolt of lightning crackled in the Saboteur’s grip, thundering explosively. Instantly, multiple bolts spread out, threatening to obliterate and incinerate everything within the vicinity.


Even the Bannerlords, the emperor’s elite guards, and the battle mages, masters of combat magic, would find it nearly impossible to survive this monstrous ancient spell.

Perhaps only Sir Conrad could.

The emperor’s frail body would be reduced to ashes at a mere touch of the thunderflame. Even the shockwave from the exploding lightning would be sufficient to kill the aged emperor.

The number of lightning bolts continuously increased as the Saboteur absorbed the mana from the Heart of the Lesser Dragon.

‘Even a half-dragon knight would be hard-pressed to avoid creating a brief opening! At least while he’s busy protecting the emperor—!’

During that window, the Saboteur intended to use the Apostle’s “Teleportation Gem.” specifically prepared for such situations. Though this would result in the permanent destruction of the Heart of the Lesser Dragon, it wasn’t more valuable than his life.

But even this calculation turned out to be the Saboteur’s arrogance.

“This is the imperial palace, the emperor’s audience chamber. Who do you think you’re threatening, head administrator?”

Crack.

He merely clenched his fist. That simple gesture extinguished the ancient spell capable of ravaging an entire city.

『This power… a dragon’s…?!』

“You’re only realizing this now? How slow-witted.”

It wasn’t Sir Conrad who had acted. It was the emperor who, with a clenched fist, dispelled the spell, his face showing a grimace.

“If you intend to cast a spell before me, you’ll need at least a real dragon.”

A tattoo of a blue dragon with outspread wings on the back of the emperor’s hand glowed, a sight never seen before.

『Akardnil!』

“That name is not for you to utter. Did you learn it from the Council of Truth?”

It was one of the blessings granted to Emperor Friedrick by the guardian dragon, akardnil. This was why Khan had concluded that killing the emperor was impossible.

Within the bounds of the palace, Emperor Friedrick could use the dragon’s blessings without limit.

“Well, it doesn’t matter. We’ll have plenty of time to discuss this.”

Disrupting spells was among the blessings, and combined with the impenetrable defense provided by the half-dragon knight, Sir Conrad, it made physically killing the emperor impossible.

Naturally, a mage who couldn’t cast spells was nothing more than an ordinary person with a frail body. Moreover, even the Teleportation Gem had ceased to work under the dragon’s authority, putting the Saboteur in a perfect checkmate.

“How…?”

The Saboteur muttered blankly as his voice returned to its original, weak state, owing to the cessation of mana that had once filled his body.

Ironically, Emperor Friedrick felt a sense of empathy towards the stunned Saboteur.

‘To have predicted how the head administrator would respond once his identity was revealed…’

While it was plausible to know his identity, how had someone managed to predict and inform him of an encounter before it even occurred?

Looking down at the now-kneeling Saboteur, Emperor Friedrick pondered this.

‘Perhaps, that man’s true identity is…’

A prophet—someone only occasionally mentioned in legends.

*

‘The Saboteur should be finished by now.’

A character who was over Level 40, considered nearly endgame, could hardly guarantee victory in a direct confrontation. Yet now, it was accomplished while lounging and absentmindedly scratching his belly.

In the game, the difficulty had spiked dramatically in Act 8 when the palace was collapsing, all because of the trouble stirred up by the Saboteur inside.

‘That shouldn’t be an issue anymore.’

From the wary and suspicious emperor’s perspective, any doubts about the head administrator being a spy had to be thoroughly confirmed. Having planted the seed, Khan was confident it wouldn’t be long until harvest.

That prediction came true, evidenced by the visit from the emperor’s personal guard to the mansion where Khan was staying.

“A Space Movement Scroll, huh?”

The item left by the guard was another scroll connecting to the Dark Chamber. This indicated that the emperor had harvested the seed and now sought another conversation.

‘The shadows aren’t here anymore.’

The significant difference was that the shadowy surveillance around the mansion had vanished. This meant they had confirmed through the previous meeting that Khan hadn’t contacted anyone and had given up.

‘Eventually, they’ll suspect that the diligent warrior and the potbellied office worker are the same person. But the emperor doesn’t have much time left anyway.’

Though the research journals of Darkin Perayas had been handed over to Magus Jerome, presenting a possibility for extending the emperor’s life, it wasn’t something that could be achieved easily or quickly. Consequently, the emperor’s lifespan wouldn’t change drastically in the near future.

So, all Khan required was a few years of freedom.

‘During that time, I’ll leverage the emperor’s power to preemptively address and prepare for the forthcoming catastrophes.’

And meanwhile, he would follow the traces of the mages leading to Paradise.

Rip.

Tearing the scroll given by the emperor, Khan allowed himself a quiet chuckle.

‘This is what you call getting a free ride.’
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“He, uh, might be a bit tricky to catch all at once. Like all demon worshippers, he’s got many hidden escape routes. Don’t just send the Bannerlords; you should also get the cooperation of the Battle Mages and the Magic Tower.”

In their second meeting, the emperor presented a vastly different demeanor. It seemed that accepting the truth that the trusted aide he personally appointed was a traitor was a hard truth for the emperor to swallow. He struggled to speak.

‘So even the emperor is human after all.’

The emperor in the game and the emperor seen with one’s own eyes were different. Scripts, illustrations, and graphics had their limitations. People say aging makes one more sentimental; maybe the emperor was no different. Seeing a dying man in such a state left Khan feeling unsettled.

“The Saboteur might have infiltrated as a spy from the beginning, but it’s undeniable that he served you loyally during his tenure.”

“… What do you mean by that?”

“You seemed distracted. I thought a brief tangent might help.”

Khan, who had loosened his tie completely, sat back comfortably on the hard stone chair. This casual attitude elicited a slight narrowing of the emperor’s eyes, a look of suspicion over Khan’s intentions.

“Don’t overthink it. As an administrator, he fulfilled his duties faithfully, and as a Saboteur for the Council of Truth, he kept their interests in mind. I believe that as long as you were alive, he had no intention of causing trouble.”

“…”

“It’s likely that, as I mentioned before, he would have made his move only after your passing, during the period of instability for the Empire. That’s what makes the Council of Truth frightening. They act as respectable power figures in the light but can turn into deranged mages when the opportunity arises…”

“Your predictions—are they derived from a special ability? Or are they merely the product of pure conjecture?”

Khan’s mouth twitched at the out-of-context question.

“Predicting future events based on deductive reasoning should be manageable for the imperial administrators as well. But in your case, Han, it’s not deduction at all. You arrive at conclusions without any apparent basis. It’s like creating a dish with an insufficient number of ingredients, yet it turns out perfectly fine—and with ingredients that weren’t there to begin with.”

The emperor’s keen insight sparkled with an astute understanding. His eyes implied that it wasn’t a lack of focus but rather a deep contemplation of Khan’s words.

“And if you had foreseen the future, you might be aware of events occurring across the continent. But can you claim to know personal secrets and relationships? Can that truly be called foresight?”

“That’s—”

Emperor Friedrick didn’t allow Khan to respond.

“That’s not foresight. Knowing those future events means you must have lived through that time period. My suspicion is straightforward.”

Could all the predictions he had made thus far—


“Rather than foresight, are they the recollections of someone who has lived through that future?”

The emperor closely observed the man known as ‘Han’, scrutinizing his reaction down to the smallest muscle twitch and eye movement.

‘So, he’s a different person after all.’

The seemingly random question served not only to gauge if Han had lived through the future but also to determine if Khan and Han were indeed the same person—a suspicion the emperor sought to clarify once and for all.

The result: they were two distinct individuals.

‘That barbarian warrior was undoubtedly a warrior to the core. His overly rigid reactions, like those of a person constantly on edge for battle, were those of a fighter always ready for combat. But this man, Han…’

Though physically robust, his posture and bodily responses were those of an ordinary person. As peculiar as it might sound, the emperor saw a resemblance to the imperial administrators who worked tirelessly day and night.

The emperor chuckled inwardly at how absurd it seemed to equate an enigmatic prophet with imperial administrators. Yet, his discerning eye genuinely saw it that way.

“… So, what’s your answer to my question?”

Having mentally concluded that Khan and Han were different individuals, Emperor Friedrick asked again to resolve his final question.

The man with the weary face, Han, spoke.

“Well, what do you think?”

His answer was neither an affirmation nor a denial.

“Your Majesty, what do you think I am?”

Yet, the emperor saw a clear sense of ‘longing’ in Han’s expression and eyes. What sort of being could reminisce about events that hadn’t occurred yet? An astonishing thought surfaced in Emperor Friedrick’s mind.

‘Could he have… traversed time? Regressed, perhaps?!’

Because of the emperor’s perplexing questions, Khan found himself reminded of earlier times and clicked his tongue.

‘I did live through an era where I lounged with an air conditioner on, clicking a mouse.’

By medieval standards, modern Earth would indeed be considered the future.

Although the emperor didn’t pursue further inquiries, likely satisfied with Khan’s ambiguous but thorough response, they discussed the strategic direction moving forward, concluding the meeting shortly thereafter.


Ultimately, Khan successfully shifted the main quest responsibilities onto someone else, as he had intended.

‘Well, that suspicious old man isn’t likely to act exactly as I suggest, but still…’

Emperor Friedrick was unlikely to simply take the word of a suspicious prophet at face value. He would gather evidence, seek confirmation, and then take action in his own way. While not everything Khan mentioned might come to pass as he stated, even if half of it did, it would surely guide the Empire’s future in a much more positive direction.

Especially the upcoming situation in the ‘Land of the Warriors’, if the emperor moved his forces in advance, the issue could be resolved before it escalated.

After a successful conversation with the emperor, Khan left Levant without the need to consider the royal court’s scrutiny further. His business in the palace was complete, and it was time to wrap things up in the capital.

“Oh, brother…!”

After enduring persistent interrogation by the imperial investigators and virtually being confined to their quarters, the companions naturally slipped away from the imperial hold as attention focused on Khan.

Among them were those who had returned to their homelands for their own duties. Examples included the Archbishop Zion, who had not been seen due to receiving aid for his issues, and Leniyar, who hastened back to Sword Mountain after dealing with Cain Leichtahp’s affairs.

‘Blockhead, feeling ashamed of losing a bet, seemed to have fled.’

The remaining companions had apparently gathered amongst themselves. Among those who reunited was a face Khan hadn’t seen in a while.

“There must have been a lot on your plate in the north, so I apologize for calling you here, Neria.”

“There wasn’t much going on, really.”

“Well, that’s good then.”

Half-Elf Neria.

Originally a town chief on the border of the Argon Kingdom, she was recruited by Khan as a surveillance officer for the Northern Coalition, coming to the Empire at his request.

Before crossing into Northland and seeking to resolve issues with Paradise Bank, Khan had sought the cooperation of the Platinum Merchant Guild leader and initiated plans, including bringing Neria into the mix.

“Even though you’re partly of the same race, I didn’t expect you to agree so readily.”

“Personally, I think of myself as closer to human than elf. It wasn’t a problem for me to accept. I always planned to repay the help I received from you someday.”

“…Then I’m relieved.”

Despite the time passed, Neria still maintained her unchanged, friendly demeanor and bombarded Khan with several casual questions. Suddenly recalling something, Neria’s eyes went wide as she exclaimed.


“Oh, by the way, lord William was looking forward to seeing you, Khan. He had to leave early due to lack of time.”

“Lord William?”

Khan asked, a note of curiosity in his voice.

Although his body was short and stocky, dwarves had a reputation for having surprisingly grand names. Khan found it curious to use honorifics to this particular Dwarf’s name. Normally, he used titles befitting their outward appearances, but something about the title given to this Dwarf felt different, as if implying true nobility.

“Oh, did Lord William not tell you?”

Neria’s words came as a bit of a shock.

“He claimed to be a prince of the Dwarven dynasty.”

“Did he really say that? That he’s a prince of the ‘Dwarven dynasty’?”

“Yes, that’s what he said.”

Because…

The Dwarven dynasty Khan knew did not have a prince named William.

‘Which means…’

Khan, lost in thought, quickly considered a possibility.

Assuming William’s claim was true—that he was indeed the last surviving prince of the Dwarven dynasty—it meant that while William was stuck at Count Wagner’s estate, the Dwarven dynasty had changed.

‘Did the Paradise Bank President know about this?’

Surely, she did. There would have been no reason to imprison a perfectly healthy dwarf otherwise.

Despite the ancient enmity between elves and dwarves in Midland Quest, the collaboration between island-bound elves and the hammer-wielding, cannon- and spear-bearing dwarf pirates had established a relationship that even historical grudges couldn’t overshadow.

“What did William say before he left? Any messages?”

“He just said he didn’t have time and left in a hurry. He mentioned something about reclaiming a hammer, though I’m not sure what that means.”

At that moment, Khan was convinced his hypothesis was correct.

Dwarf William was indeed a prince of the Dwarven dynasty. However, the current dwarf king had replaced the previous dynasty without William’s knowledge, leading to his accidental capture by the Paradise Bank when he went there obliviously.

‘The reason for his imprisonment is obvious.’

To the cunning dwarves, possessing a valuable bargaining chip like William—a former rival and a past adversary—would have been too tempting to pass up. They likely kept him captive while pondering how best to utilize him.

‘Then I showed up…’

William was freed.

Supported by the Platinum Merchant Guild and Berta, he hid from the imperial eyes with Neria’s help, eventually learning about the dynastic change. Now, he sought to reclaim the royal symbol—the hammer.

‘This wasn’t an event I anticipated.’

Already, Khan needed to deal with the Paradise faction to obtain clues about the mage. In this situation, having a dwarf prince—the coveted key to both the dwarves and Paradise Bank—could unlock further paths.

‘This might be the key to solving everything.’

So, his next journey was clear. He needed to track down the dwarf prince who had left ahead of him. Eliminate the gathering elves. And if that didn’t yield the desired clues…

‘Replacing the current dwarf king wouldn’t be the worst idea.’
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Even though it was necessary to hurry to find Prince William, it wasn’t wise to leave recklessly. With the group gathered in one place, there were several matters that required attention.

“Thanks to everyone’s contributions, it may have become something difficult to define, but its performance is unquestionable. My master believes that it could be considered a treasure even among ancient artifacts.”

“And what do you think, Jan?”

“It feels… almost overwhelming. It’s incomplete in a way because you need equipment that can handle its output, so it’s a half-measure.”

Khan never imagined that the weapon he was promised during Darkin Perayas incident would end up being delivered to him in the Empire. Fortunately, the result from the Magic Tower far exceeded his expectations.

“Still, it’s probably the most suitable item for a warrior like you, especially if you have a matching weapon.”

“I agree.”

According to Jan, the name of this nails-sized green gem was the “Essence of the Five-Colored Bird.”

When asked why it was green despite its name, Jan explained with a bashful smile.

“It was originally supposed to be the ‘Three-Colored’ Bird, but since we were making three, our Tower Master suggested we make all five. The Blue Magic Tower Master found it interesting and participated, but the Green Tower Master was adamantly against it. When we promised to make the resulting item in the color of the Green Tower, he finally agreed.”

Thus, the Essence of the Five-Colored Bird was created, containing the essence of the visions that represented the Magic Tower Masters.

“It’s not the true vision, but I believe it encapsulates the essence of each Magic Tower Master’s spells.”

Jan’s cautious words were confirmed by the item’s information window.

『Essence of the Five-Colored Bird』 (Legendary)

— Essence of the Five Colors: Each of the five Magic Tower Masters engraved their visions into this gem. The wearer can consume the stored power within the essence to harness the abilities of the visions.

— Remaining Mana 『10000 / 10000』

“If it were a true ancient essence, you could harness its power directly. But replicating that level isn’t possible yet. Instead, it’s designed so that magical equipment with circuits can use the essence’s power.”

Like the “Essence of the Skybearer” used by Pashantu, replicating ancient essences that imbue users with special powers is challenging.

“However, if you have a piece of magical equipment with spell circuits, you can channel the essence’s power through it. It might wear out due to the output, but it will suffice as a temporary measure.”

“That’s more than adequate.”


In its current state, the essence could be depleted after two uses of spells, and the mana could be recharged externally using mana stones or similar methods.

No one could dispute the value of the “Essence of the Five-Colored Bird”. The ability to use spells engraved by the Magic Tower Masters twice in critical situations would provide a significant advantage in battle.

Khan decided to embed the essence into “Neria’s Magic Awl”.

The small green gem blended seamlessly into the dagger, and Jan explained that the essence had integrated with the spell circuits within.

“A spell-casting barbarian… Your opponents are in for a nightmare.”

“Shut it.”

“I’m serious. When you were talking with the town chief, I could tell you’ve already decided who you’re going after next.”

Khan’s expression grew slightly uneasy as Jan added with a knowing look.

“You weren’t this perceptive before.”

“Try living with mages in the Magic Tower for a while. You start picking up on things whether you like it or not.”

“Sounds horrific.”

Living with a bunch of individualist mages was probably enough to drive any sane person mad.

“So, who’s the target this time?”

“Elves.”

“Elves? Aren’t they practically driven out of the continent? Wasn’t that your doing?”

“Not the common ones. I need the real elves.”

Bank President Serenil and Vice President Roun were high-ranking, but they weren’t true elders. True elders among the elves of Paradise were treated almost like royalty and rarely left Paradise.

“They haven’t shown up even when their bank collapsed. What would it take to draw them out? Unless you’re planning to invade Paradise itself… You’re not, right?”

Ron gave Khan a skeptical look, but even Khan had no intention of stepping into Paradise. The place where the monstrous elders became even more powerful was the last place he wanted to be. The smarter move would be to draw them out.

‘With our current strength, we should be able to face an elder.’


The appearance of a dwarf prince was something that even an elf elder couldn’t ignore. As stated earlier, the cunning elves wouldn’t miss the chance to get their hands on a lever to control the dwarf pirates.

“So, I have a job as a guide for you.”

“A guide? That’s my specialty. But I’m not that familiar with imperial geography. Are you sure?”

“It’s fine. I need your unnaturally sharp instincts.”

“Hmm… In that case.”

Ron, now bound to the Magic Tower, couldn’t easily extricate himself. However, he accepted the task without hesitation. Jan also respected Ron’s decision and mentioned that it would be treated as a temporary mission.

“I wish I could join, but I feel like I’m on the brink of a breakthrough.”

Jan, who spoke of many critical research projects within the Magic Tower, lamented that he couldn’t accompany them. His eagerness to join despite the danger left Khan puzzled.

Dangerous missions are best avoided, so why Jan felt disappointed about missing out was beyond him.

“I’ll return him in one piece. If possible.”

“When you say it like that, you know it sounds like you won’t, right…?”

“Please take care of Uncle Ron. Just make sure he comes back with all his limbs.”

“Saying that makes it sound like you’ll put me through hell…!”

Despite Ron’s protests, Khan successfully completed the first part of his plan by securing Ron’s assistance. Khan then advised the group to gather any supplies they might need for the journey and headed towards Aries.

“This situation is going to get chaotic.”

Aries, accompanied by Elena and Leo, was in the middle of a discussion but paused to address Khan as he approached.

“The heavens will indeed be in an uproar.”

“…Some of the cardinals we’re excommunicating were favored by certain gods.”

Elena, with her exceptional political acumen, spoke of the ongoing discussions regarding the excommunication of six cardinals. It was no wonder her expression rarely lightened.

“Their crimes are clear, but if divine decrees descend from the heavens, the excommunications might not proceed smoothly. They may be removed from their ecclesiastical positions, but they could still remain as worshippers within the Pantheon.”


Even if they were no longer cardinals, their influence wouldn’t simply vanish.

“Their influence has been embedded in the Church for over half a century. If they still receive divine favor, there will be followers who question the decision.”

Most importantly, the existence of these high priests, who wield blessings despite their transgressions, posed a direct challenge to the Church’s authority.

With the apostles, who could maintain order, all trapped in the Arch-Demon’s Domain, any internal power struggles could lead to a potential schism within the Church.

“Cardinal Zion and Berta have gone to the Holy See, so excommunications are likely, but divine will remains paramount…”

Elena spoke of “divine will” as if it were a calamity beyond mortal influence. Knowing Elena’s fanatical devotion, Khan found her words oddly compelling.

‘Perhaps this is also a sign of change.’

Unlike in the game’s storyline, ‘The Scales of the Goddess’, her faith seemed strictly aligned with the Goddess of Justice. Whether this change was due to her personal growth from combatting the Church’s corruption on her own or something else, Khan couldn’t say.

“There might be a way to address that.”

Khan’s lips curled into a slight smile.

“We can increase the influence of the Goddess of Justice, reducing the interference from other gods.”

And in this process, extracting something from the Goddess of Justice wouldn’t be a bad idea either.

***

The captain of the legion, bearing the banner of Aecharis, the scion of the Hell’s Overlord, the Arch Demon. Augrabes had to drift through endless time within his lord’s stomach. A mortal would have long gone insane, but he was a demon. The mere blurring of the boundaries of time could not harm a demon’s mind.

『Damnable mortal…!』

However, the disgrace of being captured and having his consciousness sealed by a mere mortal was a humiliation severe enough to affect even a demon’s hardened psyche. It engulfed him in such rage that, had he been outside instead of within Aecharis’s stomach, he might have obliterated an entire city in his fury.

『If I ever get out again, I will ensure he writhes in the eternal fires of Hell─!』

This time, he wouldn’t care if his main body suffered damage. If he could crush that barbarian’s body, devour him whole along with the space around him, and drag his soul to Hell to be tortured until it ceased to exist, he would gladly accept centuries of convalescence.

And then the moment Augrabes had been waiting for arrived.

He felt a sensation as if the mouth of a pocket had opened, and a gigantic hand grasped his crown and yanked him out.

『Finally──!』

Augrabes was ecstatic.

Before he could even fully absorb the surrounding situation with his supernal perception, he attempted to reconnect with his main body in another dimension, intending to overwhelm the enemy with incomprehensible power without giving them a chance to resist.

But no matter how he tried, when his attempts to link with his main body failed, and he took in the surrounding information, he realized something startling.

『Augrabes. The most loyal vassal of the demon who devours worlds. If it is thy consciousness, it is fitting to serve as an offering.』

The pressure that even a Hell Legion Commander such as Augrabes felt suffocating was beginning to constrain him. It was unmistakably a transcendent force—one that belonged to a God of far superior rank!

『Goddess of Justice─! How can a harlot of the Pantheon—!』

Augrabes felt the urgent need to scream.

Though he had escaped the confines of a stomach, how was it that now, an upper echelon God of the heavens had descended? These divine gods were entities far more detached from the affairs of Midland than demons could ever be.

“Then, as promised, grant me a useful blessing for this journey.”

A hateful voice pierced Augrabes’ ears and that despicable mortal who had humiliated him was now grinning while staring at him being held by the Goddess of Justice.

『You──!』

Augrabes was already aware that this mortal had received a fragment of divinity from the Goddess of Justice. But descending in defiance of the world’s laws? Were divine gods so dedicated to mere mortals?

Absolutely not.

Even while writhing with hatred, augrabes couldn’t shake the puzzling question of why the Goddess of Justice had descended so directly.

“Make sure you get along with your new friend.”

But the mortal’s sneer provided Augrabes with an answer. The reason the Goddess of Justice could manifest and constrain his consciousness was because…

‘Kereaktu! That idiotic fool─!’

The transcendent awareness informed him that an entity bearing the world’s laws in place of the Goddess of Justice was that same demonic army commander.

And realizing that he was about to be placed in the same predicament as the simpleton Kereaktu was a fate he could not ignore.

『Arghhh──! Remember this! No matter the cost, I shall rend you apart with my own hands─! I, augrabes, swear on my true name─!』

Crunch.

『Silence.』

Augrabes’ roar was abruptly cut off. A colossal finger descended from the heavens and crushed his consciousness.

Watching this, the mortal who sold Augrabes out—Khan—was overwhelmed by a chilling admiration.

‘Spectacular.’

Just a few digits above the clouds and it felt as though the world was suffused with the presence of the Goddess of Justice. Moreover, through Karyan’s eyes, the entire scene was imbued with the divine will of the Goddess.

It was hard to believe that even this Goddess of Justice couldn’t handle Karyan.

What made it even more chilling for Khan was that the divine will, which seemed to envelop the entire world, was tinged with a red hue.

『The transaction is completed. Now, let’s discuss what’s left.』
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The Goddess of Justice typically stood as an antagonistic God to players. So much so, in fact, that the presence of “Elena of the Scales”, her most devout follower, was often seen as a death flag for players due to their inherent cautiousness towards player characters.

Throughout most iterations, this hostility remained constant. The best outcome was avoiding overt antagonism by building a high reputation and securing various alliances.

But this time was different.

While initially, the Goddess of Justice had taken a stern approach, considering her status as one of the highest-ranking beings in this world, her demeanor was quite amicable. She even answered Khan’s forthright questions.

‘Initially, I thought this change was due to saving Aries.’

Khan recalled some vague information he had heard.

There were conflicts in the heavens regarding how to treat Karyan, who had become the Warrior God, and a high-ranking God had stood in Karyan’s defense, according to the sorceress’s tale.

A God who was friendly with Karyan? For Khan, often mistaken for a Warrior God’s champion, it was worthwhile to stay on good terms with such a God. Naturally, he had speculated about who it could be, and it hadn’t taken long to narrow down the candidates.

None other than the Goddess of Justice.

『I can sense it. The power of the Warrior God within you.』

The red divine will that had suffused the world converged on a single point: Khan’s right forearm, where Karyan’s “Mark of Valor” was embedded.

『At the end of your journey north, did you meet the Warrior God?』

Maintaining his composure, Khan nodded in response.

“I underwent the trial of valor, and Karyan bestowed this mark upon me.”

『Young warrior, do not try to deceive me. I am a being who has fought demons since the dawn of this world. Such trifles as hiding falsehoods within truths will not work on me.』

This time, the red will moved from the mark to Khan’s eyes.

『I can tell. My will is visible to you, isn’t it? Just as Karyan saw it.』

At those definitive words, Khan sighed and shook his head.

‘I never expected the Goddess of Justice to know about Karyan’s Eyes.’

He wondered if Karyan had been indiscreet about this eye’s existence—the thought of that frivolous Warrior God gossiping about such a gift didn’t seem implausible.


“Yes, he bestowed these eyes upon me, his descendant.”

Since it was apparent he had been caught, Khan saw no point in hiding the truth any further and openly admitted it.

『Then you can feel my will now.』

Khan felt a tingle as the red divine will permeated his vision, radiating a presence that was impossible to ignore.

“You seem to be pondering whether to kill me or not.”

Indeed, the Goddess of Justice withdrew the divine hand that connected earth and sky, adding:

『My patience is anchored by your actions, which are incredibly aligned with my divine principles. However, do not mistake this patience for eternity.』

Khan didn’t need those words to understand the reality.

The divine will of the Goddess of Justice was enormous and unyielding, yet its changes occurred very slowly. It would take a significant amount of time for the will to fully transform into a deep red hue.

But the transformation would not stop, and eventually, it would be as red as blood.

“I have a question.”

『You may ask.』

“When Karyan ascended to divinity, I heard there was a heated debate in the heavens. I also heard that one of the higher gods supported him. That God was…”

『Me.』

As expected. Khan felt a sense of triumph at confirming his suspicion. And he began to understand why the Goddess of Justice was suddenly glaring at him with lethal intent.

“Sorceress Mortalia.”

At the sudden mention of that name, the red will surged violently, threatening to shatter the world.

『I’ve already told you, young champion of the Warrior God. If you value your life, do not pry further.』

“But you haven’t stopped my actions.”

『The heavens respect the lives of mortals. Though the world’s laws preclude us from intervening, mortal beings have the right to choose their paths. At least my ‘justice’ allows for that. However, there are undeniable exceptions.』


When that choice conflicts with her sense of justice.

『The sorceress is such an exception. And right now, you carry traces of that sorceress. The power that clouds my vision cannot conceal traces of that witch.』

Khan understood the implications. After being knocked unconscious by a sudden attack from the Warrior God, he had awoken with lingering remnants of the sorceress’s consciousness.

‘It seems something was left behind.’

A mark only perceptible to transcendent beings. This explained the Goddess of Justice’s reaction.

Sorceress Mortalia was the one who had torn a path to divinity, bypassing the world’s laws—an unforgivable sin from the perspective of the divine gods.

Yet, the Goddess of Justice’s next words revealed a nuance that differed from Khan’s assumptions.

『That witch spreads chaos and sows the seeds of sin in this world. Countless mortals have been led astray by her, failing to realize that this path leads to the world’s destruction.』

“The world’s destruction…?”

『Many mortals have pursued the knowledge of the Sorceress. And they all met the same fate.』

The Goddess of Justice didn’t provide Khan with a precise answer to his question. Perhaps the world’s laws bound her, preventing full disclosure. However, she was indirectly warning him:

‘Do not seek the secrets of the world any further.’

『I am aware that the Warrior God has some connection with the Sorceress. However, due to his noble sacrifice and his transcendent abilities, which he possessed even before ascending to godhood, I refrained from intervening. As a God, whatever pact he may have made with the Sorceress, he is now bound by the laws of the world and can do nothing.』

“But as his champion and a mortal, I am different,” Khan inferred, finally grasping the Goddess of Justice’s genuine intention.

Unlike the Warrior God, his descendant Khan was not bound by the world’s laws. Utilizing Khan to execute the Warrior God’s unfulfilled promises made to the Sorceress was a reasonable suspicion.

However, the Goddess of Justice’s next words made Khan grimace.

『More than that, the fact that you, bearing the Sorceress’s mark, are targeting those poor, pure beings is what arouses my deepest suspicion.』

“Poor…?”

‘Who? Elves?’

Like Karyan, the Goddess of Justice spoke as if the elves were innocent victims. Having experienced the malice of elves through countless quests in “Midland Quest”, Khan found this hard to believe.


Where was the purity and innocence in those vile and cunning creatures? The elves seemed to personify ‘evil’ itself.

“Elves are the cancer of Midland.”

Khan was confident in his actions.

Elves were intertwined with every significant calamity. They accelerated the Empire’s downfall by projecting Paradise’s influence. The player community even had a saying, ‘All the most atrocious misdeeds start with the elves’, so what was the issue here?

『Did the Warrior God not tell you?』

Seeing Khan’s puzzled look, the Goddess of Justice sighed and elaborated.

『Do you not know that the reason those children are confined to the island of Paradise is to protect them from the atrocities once committed by the Warrior God in his youth?』

“…What?”

What had Karyan done?

*

William Leonora Alexandros III.

Bearing the name of the great King Alexandros of the Leonora Dynasty, William, despite his royal lineage, had little interest in royal affairs. Instead, he lamented the plight of his people, exiled to the sea, and longed to venture onto the mainland with his father.

With the craftsmanship of a dwarven master, William managed to live well even in foreign lands, often being treated as an honored guest. However, William grossly underestimated how cunning the people of the continent could be.

He wasted many years as a mere fixture in a noble house—a period not short even for a dwarf, who lives several times longer than a human. Freed by the serendipitous intervention of a northern barbarian, William sought out the elves’ enterprises to reclaim what was owed to his dynasty.

But the treacherous elves imprisoned him without warning. And once again, he was rescued by the barbarian.

‘Having been rescued twice, I can’t just ignore it.’

Thus, he awaited the barbarian, Gordi Khan, with the half-elf. However, Khan never returned, and William had business to attend to. Hearing from his elven captors that the dwarven dynasty had changed shocked him profoundly.

Though he had little interest in royal matters, as royalty, he had a duty to learn the truth. That urgency compelled William to leave abruptly. But he was detained in an unexpected place.

‘To return to the sea, I need a ship.’

Additionally, an ordinary ship wouldn’t suffice for reaching the dwarven mothership. Of course, given the materials, constructing a vessel was exceedingly straightforward for someone like William.

However, such materials were prohibitively expensive and rare. Nonetheless, utilizing his dwarven ingenuity, he managed to construct a suitable ship using monster carcasses for durable material.

“These damn elves…!”

His work was abruptly halted by an ambush of elven hunters.

“We only need the dwarf of Leonora. Kill the rest.”

William, busy constructing the ship by the riverside outside the manor, rushed towards the ensuing chaos too late.

The town where he stayed while constructing his ship was a small estate in the southern part of the Empire. The estate’s owner was a retired senior knight of the Empire with a well-trained private army capable of easily handling occasional orc raids.

However, turning the estate into a sea of fire took less than ten minutes. The senior knight’s head being displayed on a pike took exactly five minutes.

While the power of spirit magic is formidable in combat, the speed with which the senior knight and hundreds of well-trained soldiers and civilians were obliterated was extraordinary.

‘This is…!’

However, if a being capable of such devastation had taken direct action, it made sense.

‘Why would an ancient one from the Six Houses be here…?’

The moment William locked eyes with the emotionless, vacant gaze of the being before him, he felt overwhelmed by a sense of despair and fled. His escape was surprisingly swift, considering the typically short stride of a dwarf.

“Huff, huff!”

Forcing his legs to keep moving despite the breathlessness that threatened to slow him down, William turned his head to gauge the distance he had put between himself and his pursuer.

He swallowed hard in shock. The emotionless eyes he had faced before fleeing were now staring directly at him from up close.

“Come with me to Paradise, Prince of Leonora.”

TL’s Corner:

To Paradise!!!
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“Hey, how’d it go?”

Ron asked as Khan returned from his task of consecrating the demon’s consciousness.

“…Hard to say.”

Khan replied, his expression peculiarly complex. Considering he had faced a God, it wouldn’t be surprising if things hadn’t gone smoothly—Ron understood that much. Yet, the situation was actually far more intricate.

‘If you look at the results alone, it’s as if things turned out well…’

According to the Goddess of Justice, the Sorceress could potentially bring about the world’s collapse. The Goddess of Justice suspected Khan because she believed Khan might be unknowingly or willingly following Karyan’s or the Sorceress’s plans.

‘All I had to do was prove that’s not the case.’

Khan wasn’t someone to be manipulated by anyone’s schemes. His actions until now demonstrated that he compromised with no one. The problem was that nobody knew what the Sorceress’s true purpose was—not even the Goddess of Justice herself.

“So, here’s what we’re going to do.”

Khan had made a direct proposal to the Goddess of Justice. He would uncover the true motivations of the Sorceress. And if her goals proved detrimental to the world, he would be the one to crush them.

『Can you swear on the Warrior God’s name and your own?』

Just as Augrabes had been made to swear in the past, the Goddess of Justice demanded that Khan swear on the name of the Warrior God and his own, Khan swore on both Karyan’s and Gordi Khan’s names.

Of course, since he was neither a true follower of the Warrior God nor Gordi Khan, the oath held no actual power unless his secret identity as a transmigrator was revealed.

Unlike the foolish Augrabes, however, the Goddess of Justice set up a failsafe.

『I’ve decided on the compensation for consecrating Augrabes’ consciousness. Though the Warrior God recently engraved his mark on you, I had already imprinted mine before him. Usually, I wouldn’t intervene to balance divine power and magic, but since a demon lord now lies in my hands…』

What the Goddess of Justice showed next was an image Khan found hard to erase from his memories. Watching the hand of the Goddess of Justice descend through the clouds once more to disintegrate the consciousness of the demonic commander was…

『In your battle, he foolishly drew upon his authority. I will extract that authority and grant it to the vessel on your right chest. Furthermore, to balance the increased demonic energy, I will bestow more of my power.』

Augrabes let out a truly hellish roar, but the Goddess of Justice didn’t flinch. She continued to dissolve the demon’s consciousness into a mass of pure magic.

The fragments of divine authority, appearing as white light, merged with the “Mark of the Abyss” and the “Vessel of Greed” embedded in Khan’s right chest.

『Remember, young champion, if you ever stray down the wrong path, I will be there to punish you. Do not forget that I am now watching over you.』


With those final words, the Goddess of Justice withdrew the divine realm she had partially invoked using part of “Kereaktu’s” body. Back in reality, the first thing Khan did was to inspect the mark and vessel in his right chest.

『Mark of Courage』

『Heart of Predation』

The most noticeable changes were the names. The “Mark of the Abyss” had been replaced with “Mark of Courage,” and the “Vessel of Greed” had been completely renamed to “Heart of Predation”.

‘The shield is gone.’

Functionally, the “Sanctuary of Justice’s Protection”, which had become practically useless against recent formidable opponents, had disappeared. It was replaced with the “Scales of Courage”, a skill that had previously enhanced his agility stat when fighting the golden dragon Areolus. Additionally, his resistance to dark magic now had a “strong” prefix.

Moving to the “Heart of Predation”, the changes in its functionality were as dramatic as its name alteration.

‘It really has become like a heart…?’

Whether due to the demonic energy, his right chest now felt weighted, as if something substantial had taken residence there. There was also a new, strange sensation.

‘Is this… blood?’

The flow coursing through his entire body seemed tangible. Khan soon realized that this flow was blood, traversing his veins, and he felt a certain degree of control over it. The source of this sensation quickly became apparent.

‘It’s the effect from the original Blood Vessel!’

Originally, the item now known as the “Heart of Predation” was a degraded version of the “Blood Vessel” dropped by Darkin Perayas in Act V. When Khan first acquired it, he thought he could transform it back into the Blood Vessel under certain conditions.

It had started to morph into something related to ‘space’ due to Aecharis. But intriguingly, with the addition of demonic energy, its blood-related effects grew stronger again.

‘This will be incredibly useful.’

The “Blood Crystal” option, which allowed for blood storage, had previously seemed inconvenient because he had no way to store blood. With his newfound control over blood, this changed.

For instance, if Khan steadily stored his blood in the Blood Crystal, he could use it to replenish the blood consumed by the “Blood Art” of the vengeful spirit.

‘Am I turning into something completely different from a barbarian…?’

Mastering a cursed sword, controlling blood, and wielding demonic powers—anyone would be justified in suspecting him of being a demonic contractor. Yet, here he was, bearing divine marks as well. Even Khan wondered how such a hybrid came to be.

But if it proved useful, he was determined to make the most of it.


Regardless of appearances, he now had credentials he could openly flaunt. If anyone accused him of being a demon worshiper, he could invoke the names of the Goddess of Justice or the Emperor.

‘This might actually be a blessing in disguise.’

Although there was still the downside of having the voyeuristic gaze of the Goddess of Justice upon him, it also meant the Sorceress’s pursuit would face less interference.

“All that’s left is to assemble the team…”

“Are there more people to gather? Isn’t Miss Maya joining a bit later?”

Ron asked.

“There’s a bit of a complication.”

The Goddess of Justice had strongly recommended that he take along one of her potential apostles. In truth, it wasn’t so much a recommendation as a requirement; she needed an apostle to observe Khan, so he had to bring at least one.

‘Taking both isn’t feasible.’

With the current apostles trapped in the Arch-Demon’s Domain, the potential apostles were crucial to the church. Bringing both would help in the short term but not in the long run for Khan’s plans.

‘Aries would be the best choice in terms of combat strength.’

However, for the larger strategy, it was better for Aries to remain at the Holy See. Choosing Elena made the party’s composition tricky.

‘In that case…’

After mulling it over, Khan decided on a course of action when he recalled the presence of a woman who had come at his request.

“…I’ll have to talk to her.”

The next day, an imperial informant arrived at Khan’s residence.

Elves from Paradise had infiltrated the Empire’s territory and reportedly decimated an estate.

***

Thud-thud-thud—!

A carriage sped down the imperial highway. Despite the usual restrictions, where only pre-approved nobles or merchant guilds could use the road, no one dared question or stop this carriage.


“The imperial crest? Why would an imperial carriage head to the southwest…?”

The two-horse carriage, led by imperial breed horses, seemed to part the seas with its mere presence. Such a reaction was natural. While border kingdoms often saw royal power failing to extend to local lords, the Emperor’s influence dominated the vast expanse of the Empire.

The imperial intelligence had verified the elves’ movements. The elves, after decimating the estate, were suspected to be heading south. They made no attempts to conceal their path.

“Wait! Viscount Petrov wishes to see the imperial emissary!”

Occasionally, there were those who would stop the carriage bearing Khan’s party, even after seeing the imperial emblem. Most of them were victims caught in the chaotic movements of the elves.

“Those arrogant beings have completely lost their minds!”

Viscount Petrov, a vassal of the Electorate family and lord of a city, introduced himself as he descended from his carriage and vented his anger at Ron with gritted teeth.

“Surely, this imperial event is to capture those mad beings! If not, I shall personally petition my lord to condemn the imperial court!”

Whether it was because he believed in the backing of the Electorate or because he was too enraged to think straight, Viscount Petrov raged at Ron, who had identified himself as an imperial investigator.

Rumor had it that his eldest son had gone hunting in the forest near the city and had been swept up and killed during the elves’ escape. Due to the elves’ tendency to move through forests and mountains, the unlucky loss of an heir left the lord’s fury far from mere words.

“I’ll assign three senior knights and five junior knights. My hunters are already tracking them, so there’s no need to find a new direction! But, whom does your carriage carry? If it’s a Royal Battle Mage, that would be quite helpful…”

“Ahem. It’s a more formidable force, so you needn’t worry. However, you won’t be able to meet them. It’s an imperial secret weapon… something like that.”

“Oh. Is the imperial shadow I’ve only heard about in rumors mobilizing? In that case…”

Ron, who had barely finished dealing with the imperial noble, opened the carriage door with a sweaty face.

“Damn, do I really have to do this? Dealing with nobles makes my tongue feel like it’s going to cramp.”

“Shall we do it instead?”

Khan asked, glancing at the inside of the carriage. Ron sighed, knowing that he was the most suitable for the job.

“Let’s get moving again…”

Thus, the two-horse carriage bearing the imperial emblem was joined by eight fully armed knights.

However, chasing elves who had been on the run for quite some time, and were moving through mountains and forests instead of main roads, was no easy task.

Even well-bred warhorses did not have infinite stamina, and they had to bear the weight of a carriage carrying people and knights in armor. In contrast, the light footsteps of the elves were highly efficient, at least in the forest.

“Oh divine, give us light.”

It was Elena who stepped up. Now the youngest cardinal of the Pantheon Church, the twin-tailed girl scattered light that was on par with the holy magic of high priests. No, it was clear that it was even beyond that.

“As expected, the imperial court has thoroughly prepared.”

The knight commander, who immediately sensed that the young priest who performed the miracle outside the carriage was no ordinary person, was full of admiration. This was the moment when Khan’s decision to choose Elena over Aries for this journey proved effective.

“Stop! Stop…!”

Then, a frantic voice was heard from the vanguard of the knights spread out wide to escort the carriage.

‘Something feels off’, he thought.

His gut feeling was almost prophetic in a way. Especially in detecting threats, his instincts had an absolutely high accuracy rate, and this time was no different, indicating danger was imminent.

However, due to the knights forming the formation halting, they had no choice but to slow down, and soon they spotted knights crouched in front of corpses. The corpses were those of the trackers sent by Viscount Petrov.

These professional hunters, who made a living by hunting monsters, were experts in tracking and would naturally have been moving discreetly at a considerable distance. Despite this, they were all left in tattered ruins.

Arms, torsos, and heads were severed and scattered, displaying the viciousness of the elves’ handiwork. Ron couldn’t help but click his tongue at the horrific scene.

“Damnable wretches…”, someone among the knights spat out in fury.

“We can’t just leave their bodies here. Please, wait a moment.”

The knights gathered the defiled corpses, which were so badly mutilated they were nearly unrecognizable. Obviously, they intended to bury them to prevent the bodies from being eaten by wild animals or wandering goblins.

“Wait…!”

Just as the knights were about to dig the ground after gathering the corpses in one place, Ron, sensing something, urgently stopped them. At that moment, the dismembered corpses exploded.

It was a completely unexpected moment, catching them off guard before they could even activate their auras. The upper bodies of the knights caught in the explosion were so shredded that even their brothers wouldn’t recognize them.

‘A trap!’

How despicable. The horrifying tactic of hiding bombs within their comrades’ corpses and triggering them at a vulnerable moment was something no human could ever commit. And it was clear who was behind this.

“Elves…!”

“Look at that, the prey for our trap came on its own.”
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The forest is a battlefield for the elves.

This adage that had persisted from time immemorial had been forgotten in people’s minds, as it had been over a thousand years since the elves had outwardly maintained a friendly demeanor and refrained from military engagement.

So, how could anyone be aware of the elves’ military tactics or psychological warfare? Nobody could have imagined that they would set a trap by tampering with corpses and lying in ambush to strike during the confusion.

“This is madness…!”

Ron felt goosebumps as the warning bell of his intuition rang noisily.

What was an uncomfortable feeling escalated to a danger signal just before the corpses exploded, and right after a young elf who appeared to be no more than fifteen revealed themselves, he felt a threat of death.

‘I haven’t done anything yet and it’s already this severe…?!’

The mere presence of this being was enough to be a threat of death. Despite looking like an angelic elf boy, he was surely a formidable foe, one of the few on the continent.

“You, elf─!”

However, sensing danger from the young elf was a matter concerning Ron with his exceptional intuition. The five knights who had survived the vicious ambush emitted their auras all at once. There was no stopping them.

Bang─!

Perhaps having retained their minimal sanity, the knights did not break formation. Instead, they simultaneously released their auras in the shape of a semicircle.

The aura fired by the three senior knights and two junior knights did not repel each other but almost became one, amplifying their power. It was as if they had trained for such a moment, executing a perfect combined attack.

On the other hand, the elf boy did not make any move to respond.

His youthful appearance raised doubts about whether he was just an innocent child who knew nothing. But in reality, despite his young exterior, the elf was an ancient being, one of the truly venerable old monsters who had lived over a thousand years.

“Insignificant.”

The elf who had just scoffed at the knights’ desperate combined effort casually dusted off his hands. And then an astonishing scene unfolded.

Crack.

The rapidly fired aura disappeared without a trace midway.

“What!”


It wasn’t just anyone; it was a combined attack from imperial knights. Who could dismiss it with a mere gesture?

“Be careful! Their attacks are invisible!”

Ron urgently warned the knights, spurring on the knights who seemed to lose their spirit upon seeing the power of the Elemancy they had only heard about.

Right after that…

Ron’s eyes widened as if they were about to pop out of his head.

Following an instinctive judgment, he rolled off the driver’s seat and onto the ground, just as the seat was ripped apart with a crunching noise. It happened so abruptly that even Ron, who had successfully evaded, was left in a daze. Just when did this happen?

“A being that drives an imperial carriage should not be of an insignificant status. Yet, you look nothing like that. In fact, a lowly slave would suit your appearance more,” the boy standing on the completely collapsed front of the carriage said, looking down at Ron’s face with disdain.

‘He was clearly more than a hundred paces away!’

Ron would usually have been insulted by the sudden derision about his appearance, but what really struck him was the elf’s absurd speed. Closing more than a hundred paces in the blink of an eye wasn’t just fast movement; it was almost like teleportation.

“So, the real deal must be inside this carriage. I wonder what short-lived human the empire has sent. It’d be nice if they have some value as a hostage.”

Despite having demonstrated an overwhelming majesty that would make everyone recoil in awe, the ancient elf seemed completely indifferent. His sole interest lay in the ‘hostage-worthy’ person from the imperial court inside the carriage, as he casually reached out towards the partition of the carriage.

And then, suddenly.

Crash—!

A head-sized hand burst through the partition and grabbed the elf’s wrist, with a crimson flame igniting atop the thick fingers gripping the elf.

As the ancient elf was about to crush the entire carriage using his elemental magic, a gray barbarian—Gordi Khan—broke through the carriage and laughed menacingly.

“You’re going to play with me.”

『Leap』

The deafening noise at such close quarters temporarily disrupted the ancient elf’s senses. Despite this, he remained acutely aware of the current situation.

He quickly realized he was being taken far away from his original position and calculated everything in an instant. Still being dragged with his wrist caught, he kicked upwards with his foot.

Slash—!


Following the trajectory of the kick, the foliage and growth behind him were completely swept away, as if an invisible blade had been unleashed.

However, Khan had already let go of his hand and retreated long before the attack. The ancient elf’s eyes slightly narrowed.

‘Quick.’

Among these short-lived humans, how many could react to his speed? The fact that Khan dodged not instinctively like the dumbstruck driver, but with precise recognition of his movements, was especially noteworthy.

“Gray skin, a race I’ve never seen before. Could you be some sort of biological weapon created by the empire?”

“Old elf, how can you be so unaware of the ways of the world?”

“It reeks of the short-lived kind’s foolishness,” the ancient elf retorted, his expression and tone devoid of any notable emotion.

“With the lifespan to observe the flow of the world and history, and the power not to be swayed by fate. Such perspectives are meaningless to those like me, as they are to all transcendent beings.”

“For someone like that, you seem to scheme quite a bit,” Khan sneered, curling his lips.

“There’s no way a figure as important as an elder of the Six Families would move alone. And since there are no dwarves here, the other elves are probably getting ready to set sail by now, right?”

“……”

“Your silence is a clear answer, thank you.”

“You must die here,” the ancient elf’s eyes changed, growing more deadly serious.

This meant that Khan had been elevated in his mind from a mere nuisance to a significant threat.

“There were two more presences inside the carriage. That should be enough to attract the empire’s attention as a trap.”

The ancient elf glanced back at the initial battle site. As if it had been prearranged, the short-lived humans had swiftly moved away, leaving Khan alone.

“But it’s curious,” he mused.

It’s not an escape. They went south to chase after the family members who were taking the dwarf with them. But from the ancient elf’s perspective, this decision was puzzling.

“What kind of confidence do you have to think you can actually hold me back?”

It wasn’t confidence, but more like stating an inevitable fact.


“If you think merely holding onto my hand gives you a chance, you will regret it,” he said.

The ancient elf began to float slowly in mid-air.

“I am Uruz, the seventh branch guarding the Tree of Memories, an elder of the Six Families, and a high spirit’s contractor.”

Lightning flickered in Uruz’s dark green eyes.

In an instant, the clear sky seemed to darken, and the sound of thunder shook the earth. The wind that followed bent the grass and trees to the ground. At the center of all this chaos was Uruz.

Khan recalled the name given to those wielding such power in Paradise.

Estimated level: 39.

Though slightly inferior compared to the continent’s strongest heroes, who are classified above level 40, the unique and daunting nature of spirit magic made facing Uruz a significant challenge.

‘The Harbinger of Storms, Uruz!’

No longer did Uruz look like an ordinary boy. He was now akin to an avatar of lightning and storms, and simultaneously a massive bull with two pairs of horns.

Khan, recognizing what this phenomenon was called, felt a deep sigh within, gripping Draupnir tightly.

‘Spirit Manifestation!’

Light erupted from Khan’s right chest and forearm, in response to the overwhelming presence before him. In the face of an overwhelming opponent, the warrior did not lose his will to fight. The marks symbolizing courage and valor bolstered Khan’s strength.

“Divine power?”

Uruz, upon identifying it, frowned slightly but then dismissed it with a casual wave of his hand.

Boom!

The shock struck Khan’s body first, followed by a belated thunderclap.

With the Mark of Valor, his agility and stamina each increased by two, and with the Scales of Courage, his current agility was now 49. While it wasn’t as high as when he had faced the Golden Dragon Areolus, it was still significant.

Yet even this was barely enough to react in real-time. But this wasn’t a real attack. Sending out lightning from his hands was Uruz’s basic deterrent pattern.

Unfortunately, despite being a spirit contractor, Uruz didn’t conform to the typical image of a long-range spirit contractor. There wasn’t even time to swing his sword before Khan’s extended fist collided with Uruz’s pale, delicate hand.

Boom!

In an instant, within the span of a single thunderous clash, several collisions occurred. Even in a world slowed down for those specialized in speed within the realm of superhumans, Uruz’s movements were astonishingly fast, akin to lightning.

In that split second, swords and fists, fists and fists collided over a dozen times with neither side gaining an advantage.

Khan, with a strength stat nearing 80, found himself evenly matched in close combat. Despite Uruz essentially possessing the brute strength of an ogre, he wasn’t backing down.

“You’re sturdy. Strong too. Are you really a short-lived species?”

The truly surprised one was Uruz. In over a thousand years, his dulled emotions were revived, as he couldn’t hide his surprise at the gray short-lived species keeping up with his speed.

“At the very least, within striking distance, even the other elders can’t match me.”

As demonstrated earlier, he wasn’t a typical spirit contractor who fought using the invisibility of spirits. His weapons were his bull-like thick and solid body and his lightning-fast speed.

‘The sword is becoming a hindrance…!’

『How impertinent. Arrogant human.』

Ignoring the trivial complaints from the vengeful spirit, Khan sheathed Draupnir. From Uruz’s perspective, this was an obvious opening. Yet, Uruz waited for Khan.

“Interesting.”

Amazingly, Uruz was smiling.

With a resolute step forward, pressing his left foot into the ground and clenching his fist, Khan made his intentions clear. He dared to engage Uruz, the elder of the Six Families renowned for his melee prowess, in close combat.

“To think I’d encounter someone this entertaining while on a mission to clean up the mess caused by a family member, at the other elders’ request.”

With a joyful smile, Uruz declared as thunderbolts and lightning crackled around him.

“Alright, I’ve decided. I’ll take you with me and preserve you alive. By doing so, I’ll have a century’s worth of amusement reminiscing about this moment.”
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 220

				
Uruz, the one who commands the storm, isn’t particularly complicated when viewed from a gamer’s perspective. Unlike other named characters, he doesn’t have any hidden techniques to pull out as traps. However, this also means he doesn’t have any clear weaknesses.

While other elf spirit summoners scatter invisible attacks and tend to be vulnerable in close combat relative to their level, Uruz prefers close combat and has a fighter’s style. Typically, in a fantasy world where both aura and magic coexist, a pure brawler using only their hands and feet would be considered a romantic but weak character, and the Midland quest is no exception.

However, at least in Uruz’s case, his combat style is incredibly close to perfect offense and defense integration. Surprisingly, the strategy to take him down is quite simple: overwhelm him with specs. The issue is that Khan’s specs aren’t up to that level right now.

Boom───!

Uruz’s punches weren’t particularly skillful, just incredibly fast. He moved like the very incarnation of lightning and storm, and every time a thunderous sound erupted, a throbbing pain pierced through Khan’s entire body. The searing heat spreading from his side belatedly informed him that he had been hit by Uruz’s attack.

Even though Khan’s Karyan’s Eyes saw the direction of the attack in advance, he still got hit. It was a completely different result compared to his battles with Leniyar in Hoarfrost Gorge or the bank manager in the Paradise Bank. Perhaps it was natural.

At that time, Leniyar hadn’t been able to utilize even half of his physical skills, and Serenil’s case involved widespread destruction using spirits.

‘Even the Karyan’s Eyes aren’t absolute, huh…?’

Once again, red streaks of light reached various parts of Khan’s body. And in a moment that could be described as an instant, Uruz, with a clenched fist, appeared right in front of him. His sheer speed stripped away the option to evade and forced him to defend. It was so fast that there wasn’t even time to leap away.

Thanks to his Karyan’s Eyes, he was at least able to extend his fist in time. Khan’s single punch possessed the monstrous strength to crush even a massive boulder. At this moment, he thought he could pierce through the thick skin and muscles of an ogre and deliver a devastating blow. Naturally, the body of an elf, whose physical toughness was no different from an ordinary human, should be shattered upon impact.

However, the elf, who appeared as a boy, had collided fists with him dozens of times without showing any sign of receiving any shock.

Khan continued to get struck with each encounter, and each time, Uruz’s lightning, enveloping his entire body, penetrated Khan’s frame.

Thanks to his stamina stat surpassing 50 and his blood art somewhat suppressing the invasion of lightning energy, he managed to hold on. If this had been the older Khan with lower stamina stats, he would have collapsed after just three or four collisions.

‘Still, I can’t keep holding out forever.’

The spirit defense enveloping Uruz’s body wasn’t absolute either. Besides, Uruz hadn’t even put his full strength into his punches. He threw them in a snap-and-retrieve manner, minimizing the impact from Khan’s counterpunches. A brief contact was enough to project the spirit’s power, leaving the attack’s strength entirely to the lightning and storm spirits.

In other words, the real battle would begin the moment Khan managed to land a solid punch on Uruz’s body.

‘In that case, even if I have to take some losses…!’

Once again, Uruz was the first to attack. As his lightning-wrapped fist blurred and rushed towards Khan, the space around Khan’s left hand started to ripple.

“Space is…?!”

Having lived for over a millennium, the elf’s senses were sharp enough to detect the faintest spatial disturbance, causing Uruz’s eyes to twitch.


Suddenly, a giant battle hammer emerged from the empty air. Uruz, wary of the sudden appearance of a weapon, stepped back, giving Khan an opening to launch his own offensive.

『Leap』

Powered by near 80 strength stat, the leap propelled Khan with such force that even his agility stat could barely control it.

Thud.

In the moment of landing, Khan had already raised the giant battle hammer—Giant Slayer—above his head. Uruz hesitated for just a split second. At his speed, he could land more than ten punches on Khan’s exposed abdomen before the hammer even reached him. However, he had to consider the possibility of allowing an attack in return.

‘No, I’ll just dodge it.’

His moment of contemplation was brief.

Boom─!

The spirit enveloping Uruz roared, turning into thunderous echoes shaking the surroundings, as his form blurred completely. Unlike before when he was cautious of Khan’s unprecedented strength for a short-lived species, Uruz now threw his punches with full force, rushing at Khan with numerous afterimages.

Even though Khan couldn’t defend against the incoming onslaught, Uruz deployed the afterimages to start a psychological warfare. A typical sneaky move fitting for his kind.

Yet, focused solely on swinging down the battle hammer, Uruz’s fists effortlessly struck Khan’s waist and solar plexus, making Uruz’s psychological tactics irrelevant.

‘It landed precisely.’

The short-lived species in front of him wasn’t even wearing armor. Considering he had taken a full-powered punch to a vital spot, it wouldn’t be strange if his internal organs had turned to mush. Uruz internally mocked the short-lived species’ foolishness and proceeded with his next move.

Assuming the lightning energy had already paralyzed his body, Uruz intended to ensure he would never rise again. However, the moment he felt the pressure on his shoulders and heard a sharp inhaling sound from above, even the great elf warrior couldn’t hide his surprise.

“Withstood it…?!”

His surprise didn’t last long—Uruz tried to step back quickly as he spotted the descending battle hammer aiming for his crown.

『Don’t run away──!』

Flinch.

Uruz’s steps faltered for a brief moment due to the ‘War Cry’ that erupted at close range. Even so, it seemed almost impossible for the battle hammer to reach Uruz due to the significant speed difference.

However, Uruz didn’t retreat.


“A mere short-lived species dares!”

It was as if Khan’s War Cry had provoked a state of rage in Uruz. Glaring fiercely at Khan, Uruz drew his fist back.

Boom…!

The power of the spirit surged within Uruz’s grip. Despite not being in his complete form outside of paradise, the aura emanating from Uruz was enough to chill the spine of Khan, who had faced many powerful adversaries. It was the concentrated result of merging the destructive properties of lightning and the storm.

This power, which couldn’t simply be overcome by brute strength or physical resilience alone, proved that elves were indeed superior beings.

“Feel your inferiority! With your own body!”

Feel it──!

Uruz’s voice, wrapped in a storm, echoed in all directions as he unleashed his punch towards the incoming battle hammer. At that moment, Uruz truly became the embodiment of lightning.

Khan’s vision dimmed black as he soaked in the sight of the imminent strike from the lightning incarnate, tattooed with white lightning streaks. It was a natural consequence of facing lightning head-on, exactly as Uruz had intended.

‘Doesn’t matter!’

The lightning, rising from the ground rather than descending from the sky, rushed towards the battle hammer faster than the thunderclap.

And then.

BOOOM! BOOM!

A delayed explosion of thunderclap resounded. White lightning illuminated the whole world. It was the aftershock created by the clash of two superhumans.

Khan, having lost his sight due to the lightning and his hearing due to the thunderclap, slowly turned his head.

“……!”

Turning his head, he saw Uruz, shrouded in the form of a giant ox, readying himself to attack as he awaited the right moment. Uruz appeared confused.

Uruz had pretended to respond to the provocation, engaging head-on, only to release a burst of lightning to deprive Khan of his sight and hearing. It was a cunning, deceitful trick befitting an elf, and indeed, Khan’s senses showed no sign of recovery. Uruz likely planned to end it with a surprise attack from the side in that state.

However, he didn’t know.

‘I can see.’


Even if his normal vision was paralyzed, the Karyan’s Eyes still allowed him to see the world.

“How… how can you…?!”

Uruz’s voice filled with bewilderment obviously couldn’t be heard.

『Leap』

Uruz was waiting within a distance where a punch could reach. It was a close range, and even with his leap, Uruz couldn’t avoid the charge of Khan’s body.

Boom─!

Khan’s body was now a weapon in itself. The leap added to the acceleration.

Uruz’s face was horribly crushed as he was struck by Khan’s shoulder. The pressure pierced through the spirit defense enveloping Uruz’s body, crushing his skull. The impact might not have been severe as it appeared. The psychological shock was more significant.

“Kehoeok…!”

Momentarily stunned by the fact that the bare-handed attack had pierced the ‘Spirit Manifestation’ defense, Uruz quickly regained his composure and spun his body mid-air with the elf’s characteristic lightness.

With Uruz at the center, lightning radiated outward. He intended to block further approach and regroup.

But.

“Got you.”

Khan’s hand grasped Uruz’s small head, breaking through the lightning. Despite the red burn marks covering his whole body and the blood gushing from every possible orifice on his face,

“Let’s see if you can still be this cocky.”

Once Khan captured his prey, he wasn’t going to let go.

Bang─!

The Giant Slayer struck Uruz’s side directly. Khan felt the head in his grip twitch, and at the moment when Khan was about to retrieve the hammer and strike again, Uruz raised a foot and scratched Khan’s chin with his toes. That alone couldn’t harm the body of a barbarian warrior, but due to the power of the spirit, it made Khan stagger.

Still, he endured.

“Stop squirming!”

Bang──!

A suppressed groan escaped between Khan’s fingers. Despite blood pouring profusely, Khan managed to swing the hammer again, hitting Uruz’s side once more.

Khan could tell.

He could see the cracks forming on the physical manifestation of Uruz’s spirit, whom he had so confidently relied on. The thunder and storm spirit, in the form of a giant ox, was screaming.

No one knew this better than Uruz himself.

Khan witnessed a red storm swirling around Uruz. He instinctively felt that getting caught in that storm wouldn’t leave him unscathed. This was a form of threat.

“If you let me go, you’ll be safe, but if you attack me again, you won’t come out unscathed either.”

Khan’s decision was unwavering.

“No negotiations with elves.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, the Giant Slayer hit Uruz’s side again. At that moment, the hammer’s item option ‘Impact Stacking’ activated, the amplified force completely shattering the spirit’s physical form.

Without any time to react, Uruz’s body emitted lightning, engulfing Khan completely.

──────!
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Beep—!

Regardless of how much time passed, Khan’s senses showed no sign of returning, and his body was in complete disarray.

‘Bones are already broken in several places, and my hand feels like it’s turned to charcoal.’

In his Spirit Manifestation state, Uruz fought with lightning and storm spirits clad over his entire body like armor. Naturally, spirits that had gained physical form through Spirit Manifestation bore the attributes of their nature.

For Uruz, one of these features was that the attacker suffered damage. In gaming terms, it could be described as damage reflection. The accumulated injuries from touching the lightning wrapped around his body were substantial.

In addition to punching through it, Khan took a direct hit from an attack similar to a suicide bombing, so expecting his body to be in good shape would be unrealistic.

“Khuok. Krrrugh…!”

Fortunately, Uruz wasn’t in good condition either. The Spirit Manifestation had long since been dispelled. The giant ox that once protected him had shrunk down to the size of a small wind spirit, bleeding dark red blood profusely.

He wouldn’t be able to use Spirit Manifestation for quite some time.

“Serves you right.”

“You short-lived species…!”

Using the reversed grip on the Giant Slayer as a support, Khan stood up with a smirk. Through the Karyan’s Eyes, he could see Uruz’s mind filled with rage and murderous intent.

As infuriating as Uruz’s arrogance was, still uttering the term ‘short-lived species’ in the present condition, the balance of the fight had shifted.

‘Considering the level difference, it’s almost unbelievable…’

Khan managed to seize the upper hand thanks to his overwhelmingly high strength stat, the synergy between the Karyan’s Eyes and Combat Foresight, and the strong defense provided by the Mortalia’s Disguise Robe.

Of course, it should also be noted that elves, like mages, tend to have higher levels relative to their actual combat strength.

‘Still, taking down a named character of Uruz’s caliber alone is incredibly significant.’

Khan’s power had risen to a level where he could achieve victory through favorable matchups and psychological warfare against top-tier superhumans. Considering he hadn’t even used his A-rank skills, it was feasible to aim for even greater heights depending on the situation.

“It’s not over yet…!”

Seeing the confident look of victory on Khan’s face, Uruz gritted his teeth and shot out a bolt of lightning. However, the movement was so slow that Khan could dodge it with sluggish motions.


“How can this be…?!”

“Well chewed, little chick.”

Mocking Uruz’s confusion with a sneer, Khan smacked him across the face. Unlike before, it was a sound of flesh colliding with flesh, and Uruz’s head snapped to the side.

“What exactly does your paradise want with the dwarves?”

“You… lowborn short-lived…!”

“There’s no point talking to you.”

Thump.

In the face of skull-crushing agony, thousand-year-old elves and others were all equally vulnerable. Watching the dimming green eyes of Uruz, Khan grasped the elf’s collar.

“Then, we’ll keep ‘talking’ until you understand.”

***

When Dwarf William Leonora Alexandros III regained consciousness, he found himself being dragged somewhere, suspended by an unseen force.

“You damn pointy-eared bastards! Let me go—!”

Of course, this wasn’t the first time he had regained consciousness. The stout dwarven body would come to its senses in just a few hours, no matter how often he blacked out; he would thrash and holler until he went hoarse every time.

And this time too, he was destined to be knocked out by the elf hunters again—if not for the heavy vibrations that should not be audible.

“The footsteps are heavy. Heavily armored, it seems.”

“The elders should have held off the pursuers.”

“It seems they’ve come from another direction.”

The number of hunters was over ten, half of them spirit masters. In particular, the Eiwass family, which had recently suffered considerable losses, came fully prepared, including powerful forces besides Uruz.

Three leading hunters, who had both contracted with mid-tier spirits and refined their elf swordsmanship, were from this family.

“The horse’s stamina doesn’t seem depleted. We’ll catch him soon.”


“Return fire?”

“A preemptive strike would be best.”

The three at the front nodded simultaneously.

A group of monsters, the equivalent of high-ranking knights, accompanied by several other knights and rushing forward, was nothing short of a disaster. Unless it was Uruz, an elder of the Eiwass family himself, a charge by knights, including high-ranking ones, would inevitably be a burden to them.

In this situation, the best strategy was to utilize the advantages of spirit magic and ambush them before being fully detected.

Thinking as one mind, they coordinated their plan and stopped to prepare their spirit magic. The Eiwass family’s spirit masters, who were not part of this trio, lent their power, and those who were not spirit masters, the elf swordsmen, found their own places to ambush and concealed themselves.

“It’s right here! The roots here are faintly trampled!”

Not long after, the voices of the pursuers could be heard in the distance. The faces of the elves were painted with curiosity. What kind of skill could have allowed them to find these traces when even the hunters employed by the Empire’s lords couldn’t do it without intentional clues?

In the forest, elves could move while leaving only the faintest of traces. Even the hunters hired by the Empire’s lords only found traces that were deliberately left behind. So how did the owner of these voices manage to find the traces?

“Prepare.”

Regardless of their curiosity, the elf hunters skillfully prepared their ambush. They even suppressed their breathing to eliminate even the slightest variable and remained as still as if they were one with nature.

Then.

Rumble—!!

A curious mixture of armored knights, a middle-aged man in mercenary attire, and a girl wearing a priest’s robe came into view. The middle-aged man, who had been shouting ever since, raised his voice again.

“Danger—!”

It seemed the middle-aged man had somehow noticed the ambush in advance. The elf spirit masters exchanged glances. Wind element mid-tier spirits suddenly charged at the knights. Even if the ambush had been detected, the fact remained that humans couldn’t see the spirits.

‘Eliminate the short-lived knights first.’

The best strategy in an ambush was to neutralize the most threatening opponents first. The mid-tier spirits, exuding impressive auras, simultaneously lunged at three high-ranking knights.

The elves began summoning lower-tier spirits in staggered intervals to target the lesser knights.

“Ambush!”


The Empire’s knights displayed a commendable reaction, befitting their reputation. The aura whip lashed out with precision.

This was the best possible response to target all the elves who had emerged to attack from all directions. A few of the elves, who were approaching to bring the knights within range of the lower-tier spirits’ attacks, were torn apart or crushed by the whip.

“Die! Filthy elves…!”

Despite this, more elves remained. As the high-ranking knights, swinging the thickest whips, adjusted the direction of their attacks towards the approaching elves just a dozen steps away,

‘Got you.’

The elves, who had remained concealed while commanding the mid-tier spirits, flashed their eyes. To ensure that the mid-tier spirits’ attacks wouldn’t miss and to eliminate even the slightest of responses, they threw their bodies in a self-sacrificial move.

With a desperate determination to secure the former dwarf prince for the Eiwass family, whose position in paradise had recently become unstable, they seized a perfect opportunity.

Hawks, horses, and snakes. The mid-tier spirits, each with different forms, reached the high-ranking knights.

‘Without the high-ranking knights, the remaining forces will surely win.’

Just as the death of the high-ranking knights seemed certain,

“Rise up…!”

Suddenly, ice spikes surged and blocked the path directly in front of the high-ranking knights. The knights turned their horses, and when they glanced to identify the sudden magic, they saw the ice chunks shattering against something invisible.

Seeing this, the high-ranking knights thought, “Could it be?” and thickened the aura around their armor. The realization that they had barely avoided a spirit’s attack sent chills down their spines.

“How…?!”

The elves were equally astonished. It was a precise move targeting the moment the spirits materialized, effectively foiling the ambush. This tactic would be impossible without being able to see the spirits.

“Leave the rest to me.”

One of the two women in black habits, who had an appearance that could be mistaken for an elf, drew a dagger from an unknown source and dashed forward. The remaining young priestess with pigtails clasped her hands and began a prayer, invoking a miracle.

“A high priest…!”

Moreover, this was a miracle that only high priests could normally wield. The knights, already wearing armor inscribed with defensive spells, now had a layer of aura added. With the addition of the holy light, lower-tier spirits couldn’t inflict significant injuries immediately.

“Kill the priest!”

Realizing this, the elf hunters charged at the pigtail-haired priestess in the rear.

“Eek… Not so fast!”

But that too wasn’t easy. Not only did they have to break through the knights’ interference, but when they barely did, a foolish-looking man interrupted with various magical tools.

‘What’s happening here?’

The mid-tier spirit masters found themselves having to confront high-ranking knights now bolstered by the priest’s blessings. Their shock was even greater because they had not anticipated the failure of their spirit-based ambush.

The main culprit behind the current situation, the woman in black habit wielding a dagger incongruous with her appearance as an elf, moved like one despite being a human.

Finally recognizing the woman’s identity, the elf hunters erupted in rage.

“You, you’re a half-blood. How dare you deny your own lineage—!”

A half-elf. A mixture of noble blood and the filthy short-lived species. Even though her lineage was mixed, she still possessed the ability to see spirits.

The addition of just one half-elf had completely altered the tide of battle, effectively exploiting the vulnerability of the elves who relied heavily on the invisibility of spirits.

“I’m human.”

Half-elf Neria smiled brightly as she drove her dagger into the neck of a mid-tier spirit master.

TL’s Corner:
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The elf slain by Neria was a highly skilled elite, proficient in elf swordsmanship. Their skill was proven by the fact that they had managed to survive the ambush and even engage in brief skirmishes with the high-ranking knights.

However, Neria was not just any half-elf.

In a previous border town, she had suffered deep wounds as she covered the rear to save the residents during a retreat. She was a veteran mercenary who had lived a human lifetime and a skilled mage who had honed her dual-colored spells over a long time.

Unlike most elves who spent their lives in paradise, Neria had fought countless battles to protect herself from numerous threats and survived.

“Khuugh…!”

Thanks to the elves’ lack of combat experience, piercing the neck of one of the panicking elves wasn’t a difficult task for her.

“You filthy mongrel…!”

As the elves, enraged by the death of their noble kin at the hands of a half-elf, tried to maximize the power of their spirits, Neria maintained a confident smile. Her expression was filled with absolute certainty that she wouldn’t be harmed.

Naturally.

Elf spirit magic was undoubtedly threatening if one had to stand like a scarecrow against invisible attacks. However, most spirit attacks were straightforward and simple, and once seen, they weren’t as dangerous.

Neria skillfully took down the elves one by one.

In the process, the aura unleashed by the high-ranking knights was a great help, and Elena’s holy magic, which saved her life from a spirit ambush once, was indispensable.

From there, the battle didn’t need much explanation. The knights generously supported by Viscount Petrov began to wreak havoc with Neria’s help, and they quickly swept through without a proper fight.

“We’ll keep two alive. One for your interrogation, and one to take back to the territory for execution. Is that acceptable?”

“Uh, hmm. Do as you wish.”

Ron nodded, albeit with a slightly uneasy expression. Execution, as mentioned by them, wouldn’t be an ordinary execution. They would undoubtedly choose a method that would offer maximum humiliation and disgrace.

However, given the heinous nature of their opponents, it was understandable why Ron’s face showed discomfort.

‘After all, their deeds are far from ordinary…’

Pushing the sight of knights binding one of the three elves who appeared to be leaders to the back of his mind, Ron restored the freedom of the dwarf wriggling on the ground.

“Always seem to be in danger whenever I see you. Might as well be a princess rather than a prince, don’t you think?”


“Ptui. Shut up!”

As soon as he stood up, dwarf William glared ferociously at the elves. If any of them were still alive, his murderous gaze would have been enough to kill them on the spot.

“What’s with the glare? They’re already dead.”

“You saw with your own eyes the atrocities these bastards committed, and you expect me not to glare?!”

“Even so, they’re dead anyway.”

Ron shrugged, causing William to stomp his short legs in frustration.

“Why are you talking as if everything’s over? That damn old elf is still around!”

“You mean the kid Khan dragged off?”

“Yes! That guy has lived for at least a thousand years. There’s no way a human could handle him…!”

“So, what do you expect us to do by going there? We’d just get in the way. He must have seen a chance of winning if he went off on his own, so we should stick to what we need to do.”

Known for his overreactions, Ron’s calm persuasion helped William regain his composure, though still huffing with mild annoyance.

“Hmph. Don’t come crying to me if he gets badly hurt.”

“If he survives, miss Elena will heal him. Don’t worry. Now, tell us—why did you leave in such a hurry without any explanation?”

“…….”

William fell silent, seemingly at a loss for words after Ron’s sudden interrogation. Ron pressed further.

“If you had just asked for help from the start, it would be different. But running off and getting caught by elves, then needing to be rescued—what’s that about? We have enough tasks to handle as it is.”

“That’s because!”

“We came here risking our lives too.”

William’s mouth clamped shut.

“We got here because folks like Mayor Neria and Miss Elena wanted to save you. I can’t believe you’d stay silent now. At least tell us what’s going on so we can decide whether to help or leave.”


William looked down as if deep in thought. He finally raised his head about thirty seconds later.

“The Dwarf Dynasty… no, now the former Leonora Dynasty, is the longest-standing dynasty. Unlike that so-called Pirate King with no real heritage.”

William was born a prince of that dynasty. Born to the dwarf king’s son, who had already fallen out of the competition for the throne, William lived a life disconnected from royal succession.

“The dwarves wander over the sea. Some boast about being the rulers of the ocean, but to me, that’s pure nonsense. How can you be the ruler of the sea if you can’t even land on the mainland whenever you want? We’re just exiles.”

“That would have been during the Southern War.”

Like William, Neria, who had lived for a long time, added her insight and explanation.

“The Southern Merfolk’s conquest war against the Empire. When the dwarves supported the merfolk, they were exiled and banned from setting foot on the mainland.”

“That’s right. Fortunately, they managed to secure some rights to the seas by offering their technology. But in the end, they were still exiled. In such circumstances, what would being a prince even matter?”

That’s why William headed to the mainland. He had almost forgotten about being a prince of the dwarf dynasty, living a different life until he recently learned that the dynasty had been replaced.

“So, are you trying to change the dynasty back?”

“What are you talking about? Didn’t you hear? I left for the mainland because I had no interest in the throne.”

“Then why are you doing all this now?”

“I have no interest in the throne, but I am the rightful heir to its legacy. All I want is to reclaim the relics of the Leonora dynasty.”

Finally understanding the root of the matter, Ron grimaced. Reclaiming relics from ancient times?

He had a rough idea, but something still didn’t quite add up.

“What about Paradise? The high-ranking officials there rarely come outside, yet an elder personally kidnapped you. Were they after these relics too?”

“How would I know their exact motives? It’s just speculation.”

“At least tell us your guess. We need to know something to have face in front of your buddy.”

“They could want the dwarves themselves. Knowing them, it’s not an impossible thought.”

Ron’s eyes widened at William’s answer. They wanted the dwarves as a species? That was on a whole different scale.


“Throughout history, dwarf kings have used a specific ‘hammer’ as a symbol of power. It’s just my guess, but the current dwarf king might not have that hammer. If other royals refused to cooperate with him, that could be the case.”

“Paradise might have known this and aims to use you to get the relic and establish a puppet dynasty.”

Elena, who had been healing the injured, chimed in, having arrived unnoticed.

“Even if it’s not that, just holding that item would greatly destabilize the current dwarf king. They wouldn’t even dream of defying Paradise.”

“That’s likely. Sending an elder shows they have that level of ambition.”

“Then, how exactly were you planning to retrieve this relic?”

Neria asked. William hesitated for a moment, looking uncertain before finally replying.

“It’s… in the Imperial vaults. I was planning to break in and retrieve it… somehow.”

“For now, I was planning to return to Gigantus to think things over.”

“No plan at all, then.”

Ron’s blunt comment made William flinch.

Gigantus was the mothership of the dwarf pirates and an ancient relic. It embodied the confidence that allowed the dwarves, forced offshore, to act as rulers of the sea. Essentially, William had openly admitted his intent to charge headlong into a stronghold filled with rebels who had overthrown the dynasty.

“Anyway, I think I get the gist of it. That ‘hammer’ is of utmost importance, and to get it, you need to cross the sea.”

“Yes, I was gathering materials to launch a ship, but those damn elves ruined everything….”

“We already have a ship.”

At the sudden interruption, William’s eyes widened in surprise. He turned towards the source of the voice, revealing Khan, who emerged while discarding the body of the elf elder.

What kind of battle could leave both parties in such a state?

The elf elder, once a beautiful young boy whose looks seemed to encapsulate the world’s beauty, had his side caved in as if struck by a hammer, and his face was unrecognizable. Khan, dragging the elf’s corpse, didn’t look much better.

His entire body was covered in burn marks, and bloodstains were evident from every orifice on his face.

“Khan!”

His injuries were severe at a glance. Elena approached Khan with the light of holy magic, and Khan, accepting her aid, repeated, “We have a ship.”

“A normal ship won’t cut it! Ordinary ships can’t reach Gigantus before being destroyed.”

“No need to worry about that. It’s a pirate ship crafted by your dwarf hands.”

The bewilderment on William’s face was clear—how do you have that?

“The kind elves donated it.”

It was the very ship used by the Paradise members to pursue him through Leniyar. When the members left it at the Northland port to head towards Hoarfrost Gorge, Khan had recovered it and stored it in Aecharis’s pouch for reuse. Using that would feasibly allow them to sail to where the dwarf mothership, Gigantus, was.

Reflecting on the sole piece of information he obtained from Uruz, Khan muttered, “Alchemist….”

In the past, he had faced the Homunculus in the Argon Kingdom. The Puppeteer and a figure with the same rank as the destruction mage Khan had eliminated.

That individual was now moving with Paradise.

Perhaps, along with her…

‘I need to hurry.’
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 223

				
The knights assigned by Viscount Petrov expressed their gratitude for the imperial favor and took the captured elf away in a sack.

Despite the various incidents—such as a half-elf popping out of the carriage or a barbarian slaying an elf elder—they asked no questions, simply offering their help if needed.

‘Smart.’

Khan mused that they might have figured out that his group had little to do with the Imperial family despite being in an imperial carriage. Nonetheless, they didn’t pry as Khan’s group had helped them deal with their lord’s enemies.

“They even left us their horses to make up for it. We should be able to ride to the Carius Sea now.”

The knights also left behind the horses they came on. Despite Uruz destroying the carriage and killing the royal-blooded horses, they had gained five well-armored horses, turning misfortune into fortune.

“Does everyone know how to ride?”

“Of course. I might not be able to fight expertly on horseback, but I can ride.”

Neria climbed onto the horse with ease, adjusting her position before asking.

“But, are we even going to be able to find Gigantus in the vast Carius Sea? I doubt it’ll be in the exact spot William knows….”

“That’s true….”

William admitted, looking dejected as if he hadn’t thought that far ahead.

“You really were about to go without a plan.”

Even the usually cheerful Ron couldn’t help but criticize, but thankfully, Khan had another plan.

“Finding Gigantus precisely might be difficult, but I’ve already thought of a landmark to guide us.”

Although Gigantus moved randomly, it couldn’t stay on the sea perpetually.

Even if dwarves possessed ancient relics powered by mana for almost infinite voyages, the giant ship where an entire dwarven community lived would consume vast amounts of food daily.

‘This is why the dwarves and elves in the Midland Quest are inevitably allies.’

Paradise, true to its name, was a land where surplus resources overflowed. Most of these excess resources were funneled to the dwarves of Gigantus, who in turn supplied the island-dwelling elves with the resources they needed from the outside world.

Khan explained this, filling in for William, who was not as eloquent, and the group showed their appreciation.


“You really know everything. At this rate, you probably know more about this situation than William does!”

“W-What are you talking about! I’ve just been away for so long that I forgot. I knew all that stuff too…!”

“If you can’t remember it at the crucial moment, it’s as good as not knowing.”

“S-Shut up! Anyway, so we’re heading towards Paradise, right? Trust me, the Carius Sea is my backyard.”

Regaining confidence with the prospect of going to sea, William was boasting when Khan, chuckling, contradicted him.

“No, we’re not heading to Paradise.”

Not only William, but the rest of the group also gave Khan puzzled looks. Khan shared the information he had gleaned from his game knowledge.

“We’re heading to the Sea Dragon Archipelago.”

***

‘There are real dragons living in the Sea Dragon Archipelago.’

Among people unfamiliar with the sea, this was considered a mere rumor, one of the many precautions to take seriously when at sea. The legend started when ships passing near the Sea Dragon Archipelago occasionally disappeared without a trace. Even the remains couldn’t be found, and the Empire took notice of these eerie tales.

Thus, a fleet carrying over dozens of mages from the Tower set sail for the Sea Dragon Archipelago. However, they returned without finding any evidence of the missing ships or the rumored dragon.

“But still, disappearance incidents keep happening around the Sea Dragon Archipelago.”

“Isn’t it just that the seas there are treacherous?”

“Half-elf kid, you’ll see when we get there. The seas around the Sea Dragon Archipelago are known for their calm. Unless they all lost their minds at once, it’s hard to make a mistake there. That’s why these rumors persist.”

“Rumors about a real dragon living there, you mean?”

Neria’s eyes sparkled with excitement. She seemed genuinely thrilled at the prospect of going to a place rumored to house an actual dragon. Despite her otherwise kind appearance, she was still an elf, reacting far differently than normal people.

“Village Chief Neria, if there really is a dragon there, wouldn’t it be responsible for the missing ships? Are we not heading straight into the Dragon Jaws?”

“What nonsense. There are no dragons in the Sea Dragon Archipelago. The Imperial fleet already completed their search, and our side also confirmed it.”

“Then, what about the missing ships?”


“No idea. That’s why it’s a legend. What I’m curious about is the sudden urge of this one—” William glanced at Khan, deep in thought as he rode at the back—“to head to the Sea Dragon Archipelago.”

“What’s his deal? For someone who supposedly lived beyond the Northland, how does he know about the Sea Dragon Archipelago…?”

William trailed off. The first time he saw Khan…

Back then, Khan’s strength was just enough to take down a knight from a fringe kingdom, and William was confident that Khan’s power wasn’t significantly greater than that.

Given that Khan wasn’t even affected by the cursed sword, William figured Khan had some hidden strength but didn’t find it particularly remarkable.

But now?

‘At Paradise Bank, I didn’t pay it much mind, as that Sword Demon was with him….’

This time, the Sword Demon wasn’t by his side. Yet, Khan had single-handedly slain an elder from Paradise. William, a prince of the Leonora dynasty, naturally knew more about the strength of Paradise’s elders than most people on the continent.

That made it all the more unbelievable. The Khan he saw now felt like a completely different person, or rather, like a different species altogether.

“Hmph. If we’re going to travel together from now on, you should keep something in mind, and Neria, the town chief, should too.”

It’s easier to not dwell on the questions. Ron’s serious advice made William respond incredulously.

“But he’s so suspicious—”

“It’s not ‘suspicious’, it’s ‘incomprehensible’. Just like how mere mortals can’t fathom the will of the transcendent.”

“What are you talking about now…?”

“It’s not a matter of trust, Prince William.”

The voice was Elena’s, who had been healing Khan’s wounds with holy magic and even using high-level blessings to erase the scars left by Uruz.

Even someone like William, who had no particular connections to the Pantheon’s priests, could tell she wasn’t an ordinary person. More than anything, her eerie gaze made William feel uneasy.

“If it weren’t for Khan, you would’ve been completely at the mercy of the elves, dragged to Paradise. Instead of salvaging the dwarf dynasty, you would have been the one to end it. Is it really the time to be nitpicking about suspicions?”

“No, that’s not what I meant….”

“I’m telling you in advance, Prince William.”


Elena smiled brightly, stroking the neck of her horse as if petting a substitute for someone’s neck.

“You might have questions. You might find Khan’s actions hard to understand, but please try to follow as best as you can. After all, Khan is helping you right now.”

“O-Okay….”

In other words, don’t interfere with unnecessary actions. The ominous glint in Elena’s eyes made it impossible for William to do anything but nod reluctantly.

In the end, what she said wasn’t wrong. While there was a possibility that Khan had other motives, from start to finish, William was in a position where he was receiving help.

“Well, there’s no need to make such a big deal out of it. Our buddy here has always been a bit mysterious. Just think of him as being different from other barbarian, and that’s enough,” Ron joked, trying to lighten the mood, but the atmosphere remained somewhat heavy.

‘It can’t be helped….’

Elena had a strangely fanatical side, particularly devoted to the Goddess of Justice. To her, Khan’s existence wasn’t a figure of worship per se, but certainly close to it.

Not only had Khan helped cleanse the corrupt upper echelons of the church, but he also received a direct blessing from the Goddess recently.

In such circumstances, hearing someone question Khan and say he’s suspicious after he returned wounded from a battle with a monster from Paradise was bound to upset her.

‘It feels a bit excessive, though….’

Fortunately, it seemed that Khan was managing the situation well. Whether it was Aries or Elena, it was evident how Khan cared for them like they were family.

‘If anything ever happens to him, there will be chaos…. I just have to hope nothing goes wrong.’

Just as they had overcome obstacles previously thought insurmountable.

***

In a space filled with nothing but darkness, semi-transparent apparitions floated. They were all elders of the six families of Paradise.

Ancient and powerful beings who had lived for at least a thousand years. As these elders, who spent most of their time in the embrace of nature, held a meeting in the unknown space, “Uruz has fallen.”

An elder from the Eiwass family spoke. The elder discussed the death of a kin and companion of over a thousand years with extreme detachment.

“Uruz, that would be the seventh branch.”

“He didn’t fall easily. Who was he defeated by?”

“I don’t know. The Tree of Memory shows only vague images.”

“An ascendant, perhaps?”

“Likely a being imbued with divine power.”

Their conversation, calmly deducing the answer, resembled the dialogue of emotionless machines.

“We must have lost the Leonora dynasty bloodline then.”

“For the sixth branch to intervene.”

“It’s meaningless. If he fell, it’s an opponent no one can confidently face.”

“Then, are we giving up on the prince?”

As doubts about capturing the dwarf prince were raised,

『No. He will come regardless. As long as he carries the Leonora dynasty bloodline. He will come to reclaim the hammer.』

A new apparition appeared at that moment.

She, unlike the others, had the appearance of an elf but with her lower body resembling plant roots extending downward like stems. She looked like an entirely different being from an elf. The elders of Paradise collectively showed her respect.

The arrogant elves bowed without a moment’s hesitation. And she accepted their courtesy as if it were natural.

“Tree of Memory. Do you mean we do not need to amend our original plans?”

『There’s no need. But there’s also no need to let the relic fall into the hands of that rebel. Therefore….』

Awaken the monster of the Sea Dragon Archipelago. The noble being, who was half-elf and half-plant, known as the Tree of Memory, declared this in an emotionless tone.

『Make sure no one interferes with our plans. Kill all living beings that approach. It’s that simple, isn’t it?』
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The Carius Sea.

Known as the Endless Sea, its boundaries remain a mystery even today. Across the vast waters that ancient great mages gave up trying to conquer, a small dot was cutting through the ocean’s expanse. This small dot was the dwarf pirate ship carrying Khan and his companions.

“This is really amazing.”

Leaning against the railing, Ron marveled at the crashing waves. Although he had been seeing this sight for days, it never ceased to amaze him.

Ships typically are heavily influenced by their environment. Yet this dwarf-made ship ignored both wind and waves, sailing in the desired direction at the desired speed.

“Amazing? This isn’t even a proper dwarf ship. It’s just a failed product. From what I can tell, it looks like the apprentices cobbled it together and passed it off.”

If it were up to me, it wouldn’t be this small. Dwarf William snorted as he kicked the ship they were on. His rough treatment showed he considered it junk.

“We reinforced it with wyvern bones, but don’t get too comfortable. If sea monsters show up, things could get troublesome.”

“Are those giant fish really something to worry about? They just seem a bit stronger or larger at most.”

“That’s because you haven’t seen real sea monsters. The monsters in the Carius Sea are the real deal. Imagine huge creatures that could swallow dwarves whole, swarming by the hundreds and crashing into the ship. This small ship would be shattered in moments.”

Ron gulped at William’s words. That sounded truly horrifying.

“If their size were the only problem, we’d be lucky. Some have teeth that gnaw through defensive spells, and others shoot actual water cannons from their mouths. The wyvern bones can’t guarantee our safety.”

“… We better hope we don’t encounter them. Even Khan can’t do much underwater.”

Fortunately or unfortunately, their ship didn’t get wrecked by a swarm of sea monsters. Not even the dwarf pirates, who were supposedly more common than sea monsters, showed themselves.

In the silence akin to the calm before the storm, their ship entered the waters of the Sea Dragon Archipelago.

『Level: 34』

Meanwhile.

After slaying the elf elder, Khan had leveled up. Despite this, he felt an almost alien sensation within his body, as if something significant was about to change upon reaching the next threshold.

He was nearly halfway through to gaining another level, and there was a foreboding sense that passing this final step would bring some transformation. Considering the crucial mission ahead, this gave Khan a mix of excitement and unease.

Unable to identify the source of the strange sensation within him, Khan frowned as they entered the Sea Dragon Archipelago.


‘It’s absurdly vast.’

Just as the Carius Sea was an unknown expanse to many on the continent, it was also an enigma to players. The main quest was so demanding that it left little time for full conquest of such a large sea. Most players only traveled through areas directly related to their quests.

Khan was no different, but he did have some knowledge about the Sea Dragon Archipelago. There were real dragons living in the Sea Dragon Archipelago.

‘Perhaps the entire Sea Dragon Archipelago itself is…’

He caught himself from delving too deeply into that thought. Awakened from his deepening musings, Khan found Ron approaching him with questions about their next steps.

“Hey, what’s the plan now? It looks impossible to search every inch of this place.”

Ron was right. It was impossible to search the entire Sea Dragon Archipelago. Covering thousands of kilometers of this vast archipelago with just one ship was out of the question.

Khan, knowing the vastness of the area, never intended to search it all from the start.

“Run the ship.”

“Huh? Run it? How…?”

“The ship. Make as much noise and go as fast as you can.”

They have to come out.

***

The fleet from Paradise raced towards the Sea Dragon Archipelago at an incredible speed. It was a large fleet with more than a hundred elf hunters on a dozen ships. Nearly half were spirit masters, while the rest were hunters skilled with both sword and bow from the six families.

Even a dwarf pirate ship wouldn’t dare to challenge such overwhelming strength and numbers. Leading the fleet was an elder from the Isa family.

The failure at Paradise Bank meant both the Eiwass and Isa families had to bear responsibility. The Eiwass family paid with Uruz’s life, leaving the Isa family elder, the sixth branch, to face the consequences next.

Of course, there was a possibility of returning alive.

‘How likely is it to survive provoking the monster of the Sea Dragon Archipelago?’

Even dwarf pirates wouldn’t stand a chance against that monster in the sea. Unless the mothership, Gigantus itself, set sail, the short-lived dwarf pirates couldn’t possibly even know about the monster’s existence, let alone confront it.

‘I can only hope the artifact granted by the Tree of Memory proves useful.’


“Sixth branch, we are nearing the Sea Dragon Archipelago.”

“Cease the use of spirit magic. From now on, do not provoke the monster of the Sea Dragon Archipelago.”

If you wish to return alive. The sixth branch’s tone was extremely detached, even when talking about survival. She seemed to regard her own life as if it were someone else’s, and most elders were similar to her in this regard.

Spending most of their time within the Tree of Memory, their emotions eroded, and their zest for life gradually faded. Elders who shared longer periods with the Tree than her often had nearly indistinguishable personal identities.

‘Uruz, that colt-like fellow, was the sanest among us.’

She had faint memories of more joyful times spent with Uruz, who, unlike the other elders, was richer in emotions. Perhaps they had been lovers centuries ago.

But buried within the Tree of Memory, it hardly mattered now. The sixth branch felt no desire for revenge and turned her attention to the Sea Dragon Archipelago that stretched before her.

Unlike the treacherous waters of the Carius Sea known for their roughness, this was the only area that remained eerily calm. The realization that this was due to a single entity had once filled her with awe.

A being capable of perfectly controlling the climate and natural environment of such a vast region.

‘If a single entity can control an area this large, how different is that from being a God?’

And now, she was here to provoke that entity. The thought made the sixth branch smile. What a fitting final entertainment for the end of one’s life.

“Sixth branch! Ahead, there’s a dwarf ship…!”

Just then, a spirit master from the Isa family who had contracted with a mid-tier spirit urgently reported the anomaly.

The sixth branch swiftly dismissed her smile and, with sharper eyes than anyone present, absorbed the surroundings into her mind’s eye.

It didn’t take long for her to see what the spirit master was talking about.

“What is that?”

“It’s a dwarf…”

“Don’t state the obvious.”

Why is a dwarf pirate ship causing a ruckus in the Sea Dragon Archipelago? Cracks appeared in her composed expression.

The relationship between the dwarves and Paradise was on the brink of collapse. There had been numerous secret clashes, each side on the verge of declaring all-out war.


Naturally, Paradise closely monitored the movements of the dwarf fleet. The Tree of Memory herself had confirmed that Gigantus had not shown any movement.

In the midst of all this, the dwarf pirate ship appeared in Sea Dragon Archipelago, causing a commotion as if to provoke some entity.

“…Increase speed.”

As the Sixth Branch, who had opened one eye, closed it again and gave the order, the elf spiritists who had retracted the power of spirits began to summon the wind once more to propel the ship.

‘The commotion has already begun.’

It was known that the monster of Sea Dragon Archipelago punishes those who disturb its rest, but the punishment from an entity that controls the environment so perfectly was bound to be extraordinary in scale.

The elf fleet, which had already entered Sea Dragon Archipelago, was inevitably caught up in the situation. In that case, it was right to perfectly accomplish the given mission.

Conscious of the object held in hand, the Sixth Branch awakened the high-ranking spirit.

“Break those noisy ones.”

The spirit, with a dragon-like head, the body of a lion, and two pairs of membrane wings, was as large as the rocks of Sea Dragon Archipelago.

When the spirit, resembling a type of dragon, flapped its large membrane wings, it seemed as if a massive boulder was swimming through the sky. The spirit opened its jaw wide.

Kwaaaak!

As the breath imbued with the energy of frost was unleashed, ice crystals fell from the sky like snow. However, it did not manage to hit the dwarf pirate ship moving at full speed.

But that was only a matter of time.

The breath exhaled by the spirit froze even the sea, and the dwarf pirate ship, which had to navigate around both the reefs of Sea Dragon Archipelago and the icy patches created by the spirit, would soon find itself completely immobilized.

“Sixth Branch! The main island of Sea Dragon Archipelago is right ahead!”

Thanks to the almost infinitely supplied energy of the Sixth Branch, the frost spirit continued to unleash its breath, pressing the dwarf pirate ship.

As the elf fleet exhibited extraordinary maneuvers by the power of spirit magic, they reached the main island of Sea Dragon Archipelago. The Sixth Branch kicked into the air.

The spiritists of the Eiwass family raised her body into the air with wind, and she gracefully landed, running at incredible speed toward the center of the island.

‘To keep the monster of the archipelago rampaging, this item is necessary.’

The words of the Tree of Memory echoed in her mind. It was essentially an order to go and die, but the Sixth Branch had no doubts.

‘It’s done.’

In an instant, the Sixth Branch, who had sprinted to the center of the island, buried the palm-sized jade stone into the ground.

This object, made by an alchemist—a short-lived species from the outside world—was said to be a kind of stimulant that would make the monster of Sea Dragon Archipelago rampage excessively.

The corners of the Sixth Branch’s mouth twisted grotesquely as she successfully completed the mission given by the Tree of Memory.

While there was a high probability that she herself would die, she was more interested in how many short-lived beings would lose their lives due to the disaster she would trigger with her own hands.

Most of the elders of Paradise were like her.

‘Frost Spirit.’

To see the monster with her own eyes, the Sixth Branch was about to attempt to resonate with the Frost Spirit, which was attacking the dwarf pirate ship from afar.

At that moment.

Bang!

Something came rushing from afar and passed by the Sixth Branch in an instant. Feeling an immediate threat to her life, she urgently threw herself to the side, but whatever it was had already gone past her.

‘A surprise attack?’

No.

The opponent had no intention of attacking her. If they did, she would have been helpless in her current state, unable to summon the spirit. So, what was the opponent’s purpose?

The Sixth Branch, who had urgently turned around, widened her eyes. A short-lived being with ash-gray skin, reminiscent of a greenskin, was holding the ‘stimulant’ she had just buried in the ground.

“Stop─!”

The Sixth Branch urgently called for the Frost Spirit along with a threat. She intended to summon the spirit before the unidentified gray greenskin could do something foolish.

However, the next action of the gray greenskin was beyond all her imagination.

Boom──!

With a loud noise and a cloud of dust, the short-lived being turned its back and fled altogether, leaving the stunned Sixth Branch who belatedly shouted.

“This, this insane short-lived being is stealing…!”
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The appearance of the elves from Paradise at Haeryong Archipelago was unexpected, but it wasn’t an insurmountable challenge.

Their reason for being here was clear enough.

[Alchemist’s Stimulant]

The elder elf clutched the red gemstone tightly, refusing to let it go as it was buried in the ground.

The item information directly indicated that this gemstone was the creation of the ‘Alchemist’, a Seeker affiliated with the Followers of Truth. Its effects were clear without needing to look at any additional tooltips.

‘This trick is a bit unexpected.’

The Alchemist’s vast array of bizarre creations often troubled players during the game. However, once captured, they could be of great assistance. But this particular item emanated nothing but malice.

Its sole purpose was to provoke the monster of Haeryong Archipelago into a frenzy. Although it seemed impossible for any alchemist to create a stimulant for such a beast, the presence of her made it plausible.

“Stop right there─!”

A sharp voice rang out from behind, accompanied by a massive ice spike flying towards them. It was the ancient elven magic demonstrated by Serenil, the president of Paradise Bank.

However, the opponent was a far more formidable mage than Serenil.

Clang─!!

While occasionally mixing in leaps as he fled, Khan abruptly turned and swung Draupnir.

But the human-sized icicle didn’t shatter; it pushed Khan back. The Sixth Branch continued to infuse power, ensuring the icicle’s hardness could not be cut by anyone other than a swordmaster.

‘Foolish one!’

The Sixth Branch smirked faintly and invoked another ancient magic. She intended to make the short-lived being pay for daring to disrupt Paradise’s plans.

But her expectations were far off the mark. As Khan was pushed back, locked in a clash between the ancient magic icicle and his sword, he suddenly took a step forward and grabbed the sharp tip of the icicle with his hand.

The Sixth Branch scoffed inwardly at such an act.

He must have thought the magic was only for show and tried to grab it with his hand, but that was a grave mistake. Elf ancient magic encapsulates the very power of nature within its spells.

Touch it carelessly, and he would suffer severe frostbite, and worse, his skin would stick so badly he wouldn’t be able to move.


Bang─!

As if mocking the thoughts of the Sixth Branch, Khan took another step forward and hurled the icicle created by the ancient magic.

“What!”

As she hurled the massive icicle, something that should be impossible for a human to swing, with such ease, the Sixth Branch was momentarily caught off guard. No, the speed was so fast that it was impossible to react.

Crash─!

What saved her at that moment was none other than the Frost Spirit. While pressing the dwarf pirate ship, the Frost Spirit responded to the Sixth Branch’s call and appeared just in time, chomping the thrown icicle with its jaws.

“Freeze that bastard immediately!”

The Sixth Branch’s voice, emboldened by the appearance of the spirit, was filled with rage. The spirit, following its master’s will, shot a concentrated breath of frost in the form of a sphere.

An absolutely deadly blow, invisible and imperceptible without an elf’s senses. The Sixth Branch was confident that this time she could retrieve the stimulant from the gray greenskin.

Crackle!

But, once again, her prediction was wrong. As if mocking her.

『Leap』

Just before the Frost Spirit’s breath touched him, the gray greenskin accelerated explosively and darted out of the range. The breath struck the innocent ground instead, forming an ice path before dissipating, and the Sixth Branch, grinding her teeth in frustration, stomped the ground.

“I’ll tear you apart and feed you to the sea monsters─!”

Even with emotions eroded, her intent to kill and anger remained as vivid as ever, and her eyes were nearly turning inside out. She could hardly control her emotions herself.

‘Why is she doing that?’

Khan, who was deliberately provoking the Sixth Branch with a close escape, murmured as he thought of the red gemstone clenched in his hand.

Elven elders are known for their extreme emotional dullness. Even an elder like Urz, when angry or agitated, never showed such dramatic levels.

But looking at the elder elf chasing him from behind, her emotional swings were so clear that it was questionable whether she was really an elder elf. It was almost akin to a human with anger management issues.

‘Is it the influence of this gemstone?’


Probably.

Khan deduced for himself and then considered whether he was affected by the gemstone and soon confirmed he was not.

‘Then, this gemstone is not just targeting the monster of Sea Dragon Archipelago?’

Who else but a scheming mage. It seemed they pretended to make an item for the monster of Sea Dragon Archipelago while hiding something that would also disrupt the elder elf’s mind.

‘Well, if they fight among themselves, that’s fine by me.’

Thinking that they were a perfectly matched pair for plotting against each other despite being allies, Khan used Leap again.

Boom──!!

With each step he took, Khan created large craters as he moved. With his strength stat over 80, it was certain that very few could keep up with Khan as he deliberately mixed in leaps to flee.

As if to prove this, he left the elven elder far behind.

“Hey, you!”

Khan was called by a familiar voice as he succeeded in escaping to the outskirts of the island.

There was no need to ponder who the owner of the voice was. Khan immediately leaped in an arc, and the wind spirit, hidden in his arms, popped its head out and slowed his speed.

Thud…!

“Ugh-!”

“Damn it! What if you wreck the ship with that reckless jumping?!”

“It’s fine as long as it isn’t wrecked.”

As if previously arranged, Khan was welcomed by his companions when he landed on the dwarf pirate ship. However, things didn’t look all that good on this side either, as Elena approached with a weary expression to update him.

“The elf fleet’s pursuit is quite fierce. As for the spirits’ attacks, mayor Neria has somehow managed to evade them for now.”

“Sea Dragon Archipelago is full of reefs. Under normal circumstances, we wouldn’t be crashing into them, but if we keep up this pace, we will collide eventually.”

“Prince William is right. By the way, what about Khan…?”


“There was an elven elder. He was burying this on the island.”

Khan skipped over the explanations and revealed that the gemstone affected emotions. At the same time, he observed the crew’s emotional state through Karyan’s eyes but couldn’t find anything unusual.

“Neria, are you alright? This item even enraged the elven elder.”

“I’m fine. It might be because I’m a half-elf.”

She displayed a calm demeanor, suggesting she wasn’t lying just to alleviate their worries.

So, is this stimulant targeted only at the elven elder?

That seemed too narrow of a focus. Creating an item to specifically target an elder would certainly be far more complex than something aimed at an entire race.

‘The item didn’t even have any particular tooltip….’

Time was of the essence. As Khan pondered the Alchemist’s stimulant, he leaped upward, responding to the danger signal of ‘Combat Foresight,’ and swung Draupnir.

Boom……!!

As he barely managed to slice through the incoming black object, a scorching heat wave hit him. The object that exploded as soon as it was cut was none other than a bomb.

‘Even things like this….’

No matter how tough his body was, he couldn’t emerge unscathed from an explosion at point-blank range. Struggling to keep his eyes open through the burns, Khan, using Karyan’s eyes, saw a red aura overwhelming him and swung his sword mid-air again.

Crack─!

The Frost Spirit’s breath split in half and scattered over the sea. Amidst the simultaneous assault of terrible heat and cold on Khan’s body, a beam of light penetrated his body.

“Khan!”

It was Elena. As befitted the genius who became the Goddess’s Scales within a few years, she, who now exhibited divine skills surpassing that of a high priest, was rapidly healing Khan’s body.

“Let’s get out of here first! We’re too outmatched in firepower…! Kyah!”

“Damn it…! We grazed a reef! Everyone, hold on tight!”

Khan, who was slowly descending from the air with the help of the wind spirit, half-opened his eyes that had been healed through holy magic.

He saw the dwarf pirate ship, unable to abandon him, wobbling heavily as it loitered around the same spot.

The sight of this encouraged the elf fleet to speed up their pursuit, while on the island, an elven spirit-user prepared to fly, flapping membranous wings after manifesting a spirit.

‘This isn’t good.’

No matter how he thought about it, breaking through wouldn’t be easy. This was the peril of the sea. Khan, like anyone else, would be powerless if he fell into the water.

‘… What’s he doing?’

At that moment, he spotted Ron, clinging to the deck and staring intently at the sea.

“Ron! What are you doing!”

Elena, who nearly fell due to the ship striking a reef, shouted at the dazed Ron. But Ron’s gaze remained fixed on the sea. One might think he had lost his mind.

But this was Ron they were talking about. His intuition far exceeded even Khan’s ‘Combat Foresight’, so it was wise to trust that he had perceived something.

‘Could it be…!’

Khan’s eyes, half-open, suddenly widened. He landed on the dwarf pirate ship and shouted,

“Steer the ship towards the fleet!”

“What’s that crazy talk?!”

“Do it now─!”

Right after silencing William, who was at the helm, with a sharp command, Khan, holding the red gemstone in his left hand and Draupnir in his right, strode to the ship’s bow.

“Short-lived being─! I will kill you──!!”

“Eek…!”

As the Sixth Branch, fused with the Frost Spirit, approached with eyes rolled back in rage, William sighed and turned the ship’s bow toward the elf fleet.

Whether it resulted in life or death, they followed Khan’s order as Elena had warned.

“Don’t back down! Smash them completely─!”

The reaction of the elf fleet was equally dramatic; seeing the dwarf pirate ship, which had been fleeing all this time, suddenly charge back at them, they accelerated with the intent of colliding. It was an abnormal response, and Khan confirmed their minds were muddled.

It’s the effect of the stimulant.

‘It’s all about exposure time! The longer they’re exposed, the more they’re affected!’

Khan was able to pinpoint the range of influence of the ‘Alchemist’s Stimulant’ immediately. He also became certain that his plan was correct. Just before the dwarf pirate ship carrying his group collided with the forefront of the elf fleet,

“Get away─!”

Khan leaped up and slammed his left hand into the elf fleet’s ship. Utilizing his superhuman strength and the athletic ability of a barbarian to their fullest, he climbed onto the deck.

“A short-lived being! Kill him!”

Seeing him, the elves rolled their eyes and charged at him, and he threw the red gemstone in his left hand at them.

“I’ll return this.”

Then, using Leap with maximum power, he distanced himself.

Right afterward.

Crashshshsh!

A gigantic scaled entity emerged and swallowed the massive ship whole.

And then. The moment Khan, suddenly facing the entity that had devoured the ship, locked eyes with it, he felt a chill down his spine and muttered,

“Dragon…!”

TL’s Corner:

How to tame your dragon?
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The master of the Sea Dragon Archipelago was, as usual, lost in sleep.

He or she.

An existence that couldn’t be defined by any means had always been this way, protecting its own peace by obliterating any mortals that disturbed it.

And now, the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago slightly opened its eyes to the commotion happening above the sea.

『……How dare you.』

A transcendent voice resounded clearly from the depths of the sea. The will embedded in that voice was unmistakable.

Anger.

Rumble……!

As the master arose, the insignificant creatures parasitizing its body scattered and fell off. It was as if a colossal rock formation was stretching out.

Thus, the true form of the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago was revealed. Its entire body was covered in scales that were harder than any steel refined by dwarves.

Even in the dimmest, darkest deep sea, its sky-blue scales shone brightly. And as its eyes slowly opened, the dragon’s eyes (龍眼) were unveiled.

It was said that even a transcendent being couldn’t escape the gaze of a dragon. The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, from the profound depths, read the commotion on the surface completely.

『Those grotesque beings.』

The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago narrowed its eyes. It immediately understood the cause of the disturbance. Intelligent beings, corrupted by a monster of abominable nature, were fighting in its domain.

Rumble……!

The arrogance of these long-lived intelligent beings had grown so vast that it diluted the fear that had been etched into them for so long. The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, filled with rage, slowly surged upwards.

As it fumed, the sea monsters circling around him fled in terror, and the currents of the sea began to grow turbulent. Then, as it surged faster and faster towards the surface, the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago emerged, biting off an entire ship.

The sky-blue scales covering its entire body were harder than any mineral known to this world. Its sharp claws emitted a terrifying aura rivaling that of a swordmaster, and its tail was long enough to wrap around a large vessel with room to spare.

An ogre, much larger than combining two ordinary trolls, looked like an infant in comparison to its overwhelming majesty. An ancient transcendent species, one of the two that survived to the present along with the demons.

『Who dares to disturb my land!』


The dragon, master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, roared with its tremendous draconic gaze.

***

“What the hell is that crazy…!”

William cursed harshly as he hurriedly increased the speed of the pirate ship.

“A dragon? That’s a dragon, right?!”

The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago had revealed itself. If it were just that, they wouldn’t have been so surprised because they expected it from the start. However, its true identity was far beyond their wildest imaginations.

A dragon.

Not just a giant sea monster, but an actual dragon.

“Damn… That really seems like the real deal…?”

Ron had never seen the golden dragon at Argon Castle, but he had seen lesser dragons like basilisks or wyverns before. From Ron’s perspective, the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago was clearly a different species than those lesser dragons.

First of all, it’s monstrously huge. Lesser dragons are usually smaller than ogres, but this one dwarfed an ogre by comparison. Moreover, the state of the sea had been unusual ever since the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago appeared.

“The sky…!”

Neria’s short scream drew everyone’s gaze upward. And what they saw was shocking.

“A… storm?!”

Dark clouds had suddenly filled the sky over Sea Dragon Archipelago, and in the distance, a waterspout was spiraling upward as if it would reach the heavens.

Unbelievably, the moment the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago revealed itself, a storm began to rage.

“We need to get out of here fast! What the hell is he doing over there?!”

William’s voice was almost a scream. Given that they were now face to face with a dragon thought to be more of a legend than a real creature, it was no wonder. The fact that William hadn’t suggested they abandon Khan was a testament to his tenuous grip on reason.

However, retrieving Khan was easier said than done. Khan, having escaped the ship destroyed by the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, was now on another ship, mowing down the elves left and right. It was as if the dragon’s sudden appearance meant nothing to him.

『Rude!』


The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, flapping wings as large as ships, roared with fury and slammed its front paw down.

Boom!

It seemed to strike the sea, but the impact was overwhelming.

Crash…!

A sudden tidal wave surged toward the elf fleet. The wave, towering twice as high as the ships, washed over the elves who had been charging at Khan, forcing them to hastily use spirit magic.

But there was no way they could withstand it.

The tidal wave raised by the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago swallowed one ship whole without losing momentum, and only after destroying four more ships, leaving them in pieces, did it finally subside. Even then, it was only because the spiritists of the six families had exerted all their strength.

“R-run…!”

The elves, who had lost their reason and were fighting due to the Alchemist’s Stimulant, finally regained their senses.

In front of the dragon that could control storms and tidal waves at will, they had come back to their senses. However, the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago had no intention of forgiving the mortals who disrupted its peace.

『Kneel─! Insects!』

As the roar filled with anger resonated, a loud thud was heard from the direction of the elf fleet. It was the sound of over a hundred elves simultaneously falling to their knees.

“Screee! Spare me…!”

“My knees! My knees─!”

Hundreds of elves groaned in agony.

The dragon’s roar was merciless. Despite the immense pressure that shattered their knees, the elves, in a kneeling position, couldn’t move at all. All they could do was plead for their lives.

『And who are you?』

However, there were mortals who resisted the dragon’s command and did not kneel.

There were the Sixth Branch in her spirit manifestation form and the group that had stayed far away following Khan’s warning.

But it seemed that the Sixth Branch had paid a heavy price for her resistance, as blood dripped from her mouth, while the group’s resistance was thanks to Elena’s holy magic just barely holding up.


And as for Khan…

‘This is incredible.’

Amid the elves moaning with shattered knees, Khan knelt and watched the situation intently.

‘It doesn’t seem like I was affected by the stimulant.’

The first thing Khan did was to observe the dragon’s emotions using Karyan’s eyes. Luckily, the power of the eyes worked even on a real transcendent species, confirming that the stimulant had no effect on it.

Which meant…

The red jade stone was a trap prepared specifically for the elves.

‘They’ve been betrayed.’

It was obvious without even looking. They intended to provoke the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago by offering up a hundred elves and an elder of Paradise.

Without informing them of the true nature of the plan.

‘How well they play with each other’s treachery….’

Indeed, it was fitting to call it a collaboration between the scheming elves and the mages. The joint work of the leaders of Paradise and the Alchemist had achieved its intended effect.

“Ugh…!”

And realizing that she had been used as a sacrificial pawn, the Sixth Branch’s face was twisted in a grotesque fury, having regained her reason due to the dragon’s roar.

She must have accepted the risk of death from the moment she came here to provoke the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago. But realizing that she had been pushed into it without knowing the full extent of the plan, she couldn’t help but feel enraged.

As he inwardly mocked the grotesque nature of their alliance, Khan remained vigilant. With a chilling premonition, the whole world began to turn red.

『You. You weren’t affected by my command.』

The culprit painting the entire Sea Dragon Archipelago red was none other than the dragon. It seemed the dragon had discerned that Khan was only pretending to be affected, and its draconic gaze fixed straight onto him.

『No signs of resistance at all. How did you manage that?』

The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, seemingly curious about Khan’s unscathed condition, moved its enormous body towards the ship where Khan stood.

『Speak, mortal.』

Even as it approached, the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago continued to spread its commanding presence. It appeared determined to confirm whether Khan was truly unaffected by its words.

Just then, the dormant marks on Khan started to glow again, perhaps interpreting the dragon’s approach as the start of battle.

『That aura… Minions of the gods? No, wait….』

The power of the dragon’s gaze could penetrate even another transcendent being. The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago seemed to understand exactly whose aura the marks on Khan held.

It stopped speaking abruptly and halted its flight.

『That can’t be…. No, this is impossible…!』

Surprisingly, the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago was trying to deny what its eyes had seen. A being capable of controlling storms and tidal waves, and neutralizing a hundred elves with a single word, was now questioning its own abilities?

No one would have believed the current situation, except Khan.

‘Could it be…?’

In an era where power levels were vastly inferior to ancient times, dragons were practically living disasters.

The guardian dragon of the empire, Akardnil, had once said, “The limit to what mortal beings of the current age can oppose is a hatchling dragon.”

Thus, it was not a lie. Anything beyond that required breaking the transcendent barrier or possessing transcendent-level power.

In other words, it would be normal for the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago not to be surprised or flustered even if he accurately assessed Khan’s strength. But the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago showed signs of fluster after his draconic gaze examined Khan.

‘It can’t be that he found out I’m a possessor, so what element could surprise a dragon….’

Khan cast a sidelong glance at the dazzling stigmas that boasted their presence and then stood up with a resolute look.

The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago cast a wary eye but didn’t attack.

Seeing this cautious reaction, Khan was convinced his guess was correct.

‘I initially intended to use Akardnil’s name….’

Plans always change according to the situation. The plan remains the same. Only the name intended to be used has changed.

“To the Master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, a descendant of Karyan addresses you──!”

It was the beginning of a bluff, not against anyone, but a dragon.
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The storm ceased.

Literally, as soon as Khan uttered “that name”, the storm that was turmoil over the sea and the waterspout that stretched across the entire Sea Dragon Archipelago vanished without a trace.

It was a moment that starkly revealed the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago had complete control over the weather in the entire archipelago, spanning hundreds of kilometers.

But more striking than the awe of the dragon’s power was the overwhelming presence of the name that had caused such a great being to stop the storm.

Karyan.

The crown prince of an ancient empire, a monstrous figure who, for arrogantly hovering in the sky, brought a dragon crashing down to the earth.

One of the only mortals in Midlands, where the birth of new transcendents is forbidden by the laws of the world, who ascended to divine status through methods akin to a Sorceress.

‘As it stands, not many beings know the name Karyan nowadays.’

It’s because the Pantheon Church—specifically the heavenly gods—erased Karyan’s name from history. And it begs the question, was Karyan the only one they manipulated out of history?

‘Certainly not.’

Take, for instance, the Sorceress Mortalia. She was an incredible figure worthy of leaving her name in history, one who shattered the world’s laws to achieve transcendence.

And what about the ancient mages belonging to the Assembly of Truth? Those madmen who captured dragons, demons, and giants as experimental subjects have left very little information in the modern era.

‘However, the elves recognized it.’

Serenil, the banker of Paradise. Having become a valuable source of experience and a kind elf for Khan, she had practically had a seizure upon hearing the name Karyan.

Surprisingly, the reaction of the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago mirrored that of Serenil at that moment.

『Karyan…?』

As the storm ceased, the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, with a voice that somehow sounded shaken, folded his wings tightly against his body.

『Did you say Karyan?』

It was an utterly unconventional sight to see the dragon maintaining altitude without flapping his wings, but it was a dragon, after all. This was an extraordinary being who could shatter the knees of a hundred elves with one roar and conjure a storm, so it wasn’t particularly surprising.

More peculiar was how he kept repeating Karyan’s name, as if trying to process something unbelievable.


‘Looks like he knows the name….’

It was a given. To a dragon, the concept of natural death does not exist, and they have likely witnessed all historical flows from ancient times.

So, it’s no wonder the dragon recognizes the name that made an elf have a seizure and caused the heavenly gods to forgo punishing a lawbreaker by merely erasing his name.

Besides, it would be strange if a dragon didn’t know about a human who beat up a dragon just for hovering nearby.

“This mark proves that fact. With your dragon’s eyes, you can verify the truth in this.”

Therefore, Khan decided to bet on the idea that the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago “knows Karyan”, and to push forward with his original plan.

‘Use the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago to strike Paradise.’

A plan that only he, as a seasoned veteran of the Midlands quest and a possessor, could realize.

‘The guardian dragon Akardnil used his own life to open the path to the void’s cradle, the deep recesses of the Great Demonic Realm, and there employed the power of the Pact to momentarily wield the strength of his prime.’

In Act 8, he even used the power of the Pact to confront the demon dragon Tilly, who had blanketed the Imperial City. Akardnil himself revealed something about the Pact:

The subject of the Pact is limited to dragons, the emperor of the empire, and those who carry the imperial bloodline.

At first glance, this may not seem particularly extraordinary, but there was an unnecessary caveat added at the end: “those who carry the imperial bloodline”.

‘In the game, this detail was passed over without much importance….’

Thinking back now, the Pact Akardnil made has carried over from ancient times. Naturally, the “imperial bloodline” referred to here must belong to the ancient empire.

In contrast, the current era’s empire, despite proclaiming itself the rightful successor of the ancient empire, is actually no more than a completely unrelated lineage.

Thus, the “one who carries the imperial bloodline” mentioned at the end was the original content of the Pact, with the latter condition of the emperor being an addition made after the ancient imperial bloodline had perished.

‘Well, it’s not particularly crucial information.’

From the empire’s perspective or that of the dragon who forged the Pact, they never imagined that a descendant of the ancient empire would appear now. The problem is that such a descendant has indeed appeared.

『Ancient Bloodline (B)』

The skill ‘Ancient Bloodline’, which was considered a racial bonus granted to the barbarian race, had to mean the bloodline of the ancient empire.


Khan had no doubt about it, especially since Karyan himself had proclaimed Khan as his descendant, and the messages left by the Sorceress mentioned that the barbarian were “descendants of the Warrior God bearing the imperial blood.”

Therefore, Khan undoubtedly possessed the qualifications.

“I am the descendant of Karyan, the crown prince of the ancient empire and the Warrior God who ascended. I am also a warrior who bears his mark. Fulfill the Pact.”

As one who carries the bloodline of the ancient empire, Khan possessed the right to demand the fulfillment of the Pact from a dragon.

‘The emperor might faint from shock if he suddenly realizes that the Pact has been invoked, but… oh well. He’ll deal with it.’

***

The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago cast a confused gaze. It was because a human claiming to be a descendant of Karyan had appeared.

『Are you really a descendant of Karyan?』

“Do you not feel the power of the Warrior God embedded in the mark?”

『I can feel it. Indeed, I do, but….』

The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago trailed off. It could definitely sense two divine powers emanating from the mortal who claimed to be a descendant of Karyan.

One was a heavenly power familiar to the dragon, and the other resembled the fragment of power the guardian dragon Akardnil had once shown as a warning. However, he could not be certain it was the power of the Warrior God.

The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago had never witnessed the Warrior God firsthand.

『…You speak of a pact.』

“You are correct. It is the Pact of Protection made by the guardian dragon Akardnil, the very pact formed with the imperial bloodline that survived the war with the ancient empire.”

In the end, since it could not confirm the Warrior God’s power solely by the stigmas, the dragon shifted the subject to the Pact. Upon hearing the descendant of Karyan’s response, it couldn’t help but sigh inwardly.

‘He knows it precisely.’

As if he had heard it directly from someone who made the pact.

‘After waking from his slumber, Akardnil provided me with knowledge and then focused on recovering from his wounds. So who…?’

Even the dragon couldn’t fathom that Khan might have heard it from the future Akardnil.


‘Then was it Karyan?’

No, it couldn’t be. Karyan had long disappeared by the time the ancient empire and the dragons forged the Pact.

‘Akardnil himself told me that there were differing opinions among the dragons concerning Karyan’s fate.’

Some said that even such a monstrous human, being mortal, couldn’t overcome his lifespan. Others argued that his disappearance was proof that he ascended to divine status, given his power surpassed even that of transcendent beings while he remained mortal.

Some speculated he was consumed by chaos during his fight with the void monsters.

The fact that such great ancestors debated over the death of a mere mortal and were ready to nullify the Pact they had made with the ancient empire if he had truly perished was almost unbelievable.

This only underscored how outlandishly extraordinary Karyan was.

‘But… truly became a God?’

It was astonishing enough on its own, but Karyan’s ascension could indeed explain the current situation. If he had indeed ascended to divinity, it wouldn’t be surprising for him to know about the Pact.

And if the bloodline of the now-extinct ancient empire was preserved by the divine Karyan….

『I acknowledge it.』

With the utterance of these words, the storm over Sea Dragon Archipelago, as if it had never been, completely ceased.

The clear sky replaced the dark clouds that had cast a pall over the entire archipelago, and the sea, once churning violently and producing tidal waves, now lay calm.

The elves, who had been forced to kneel with shattered knees due to the draconic command, regained their freedom.

『You are worthy of speaking with me.』

The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago briefly gazed at the descendant of Karyan and the other mortals who withstood his command, and then gently lowered his eyelids.

『I invite you to my nest.』

And in the next moment,

“Where are we…?”

“Ugh…! My stomach is turning upside down…!”

Before they realized it, Khan and his companions found themselves in a completely different place, no longer on the sea.

“Spatial transference…”

With a voice of bewilderment, the Sixth Branch of Paradise swallowed the blood rising in her throat.

“You came along too, elf.”

“Mortal…!”

The Sixth Branch ground her teeth upon spotting Khan. Her body was already in shambles from resisting the draconic command, but she seemed ready to charge at him.

“Don’t bother. What do you think you can do without your spirit?”

“What…?!”

Khan’s casual shrug and remark made the Sixth Branch’s eyes widen.

Indeed, the fullness of her spirit manifestation had vanished without her noticing. Even when she had resisted the draconic command, she had maintained her spirit manifestation, but now…?

“It seems that unauthorized beings aren’t allowed in the dragon’s nest.”

“…!”

Shock rippled through the Sixth Branch’s eyes. The dragon’s nest? Had she really been transferred to a dragon’s lair?

Her shaking eyes scanned the surroundings, and she sighed upon seeing the ceiling, so high that even a standing ogre would look tiny.

Even disregarding the palace-like grandeur that would make dwarven artisans proud, the sheer vastness of the space was overwhelming for any ordinary creature.

‘Wait, before that….’

“How did you know that I don’t have my spirit?”

“I don’t think there’s any reason to tell you.”

“You insolent mortal…!”

In her fury, the Sixth Branch instinctively tried to cast ancient magic, but her face soon fell in despair.

‘I can’t manipulate mana…?!’

Without her spirit, she couldn’t cast ancient magic. And her body was already in shambles. She would have to fight barehanded. At this critical juncture, a strange yet familiar voice reached her ears.

“How noisy. It seems that grotesque thing has stripped your race of manners as well.”

The voice, reminiscent of the pure and clear tones of the bards of Paradise, was youthful but carried the mannerisms of an elderly mortal nearing the end of their life—strangely fitting.

The Sixth Branch could not quite place where she had heard this voice before.

“Down here. You ill-mannered being.”

As the voice came from below eye level, the confused Sixth Branch lowered her gaze and visibly wavered.

“A child…?”

“At least a being twice as old as you, and you call me a child. Anyway, it wasn’t reasonable to expect manners from those out of their minds.”

The child, who was looking up at the Sixth Branch with a raised chin, snorted. Of course, no matter how cocky the child acted with their height barely reaching the waist, they didn’t appear intimidating in the slightest.

But something atop the child’s blue hair, exuding exceptional presence, made the Sixth Branch press her lips tight.

‘Horns…?’

Yes.

Horns.

The child, dressed as splendidly as the palace itself, had a pair of large horns growing from their head.

At that moment, Khan, who had casually stepped up behind the child, spoke calmly.

“It seems it’s not the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, but rather the princess.”
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“Ridiculous. Do not define magnificent beings by the standards of mere mortals.”

Despite the grandiose tone, the appearance didn’t quite match the intended majesty. Khan’s gaze fell upon the child with horns on her head.

Her sky-blue hair cascaded in lustrous waves down to her waist, and her dragon-like slit eyes also shone with a heavenly hue. Clad in an ornate, frilled Gothic dress, she looked more like a princess than a mighty entity.

‘Both Tilly and these dragonkind have such rigid tastes.’

Perhaps it would be more accurate to say they preferred inhuman forms of beauty. Without the dark brown horns protruding from her head, she could easily be mistaken for a doll.

“What are you staring at so intently? Descendant of Karyan.”

“I am Khan, Son of Gordi. Just call me Khan for simplicity.”

“Such arrogance… Indeed, you must be the rumored descendant of Karyan.”

“Rumor?”

Khan asked, puzzled. Rumor?

But he did not receive an answer.

“Good grief! What on earth is this masterpiece…?!”

Unlike the rest of Khan’s party, who were still reeling from the effects of spatial transference, William seemed relatively unaffected and shouted in astonishment. This was impossible, he claimed. A perfect creation beyond what should exist in the world.

“In this enclosed space, to have created an underground palace of such perfect balance by piercing the walls…?! What kind of magic could produce such a result?!”

“Annoying fellow. He’s with you, right? Descendant of Karyan.”

“Yes, he is one of ours. For now, at least.”

The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago frowned, though she still bore a serene human visage.

“Seems like he’s from a dwarven royal lineage. I thought they were all extinct, yet he managed to survive. Quite tenacious.”

Stab.

The blunt words struck William like a dagger, instantly freezing his expression.


“Extinct? Do you mean to say they are all dead…? Master of the Archipelago.”

“Did you come here without knowing? Hmm… I see. You merely survived by chance. Well, that persistent dwarf wouldn’t spare exceptions. You were lucky.”

“……!”

William couldn’t even muster a reply, his mouth opening and closing silently. He could not believe he was genuinely the last survivor of the Leonora dynasty. The shock was overwhelming.

But the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago was as cold-blooded as a lizard, content to share her knowledge before losing all interest in William.

“For now, you will stay here. I have matters to settle with the descendant of Karyan first.”

“Wait…! Please, wait—.”

Clap—.

“Here, we can have a quiet conversation.”

With the sound of a clap, another spatial transference occurred. They arrived in someone’s “room”. That someone was undoubtedly the dragon standing before Khan.

Khan found it curious to call this vast space, which felt larger than Seoul World Cup Stadium, a mere “room”.

“Quite an elegant taste you have.”

“…It is not my taste. It belongs to the mother who bore me. I did not see the need to change it.”

‘Not the most convincing excuse.’

The interior differed slightly from the palace-like scenery of the lair. This room featured Gothic-style decor, akin to the Gothic dress she wore, complete with human-sized furniture.

“I’ve heard dragons don’t prefer staying in human form, but it doesn’t seem that way from what I see here.”

“Your damned mouth is spouting pointless knowledge again. Did you hear that from Karyan as well?”

“I heard it from a dragon.”

“Rubbish….”

But it was true. Strictly speaking, Khan remembered it from Akardnil’s dialogues in the game, but it wasn’t a lie to say he had heard it from a dragon.


‘Akardnil did have a lot to say….’

Pacts of protection, Sea Dragon Archipelago, and various other dragon-related trivia.

Akardnil, like a chatty old man desperate for conversation, would bombard the player with TMI (Too Much Information) every time they initiated dialogue.

At first, Khan suppressed his impulse to skip through the dialogues, thinking the information might be useful for the game. Later, he realized most of it was irrelevant to the main storyline and started skipping it entirely.

‘Who knew it would come in handy like this.’

Remembering all the information was impossible due to the sheer volume. However, a few significant bits stuck, one of which was about Sea Dragon Archipelago.

“If it were really nonsense, we wouldn’t be here in the first place. Don’t you think so?”

“Damn it… I don’t understand. Akardnil should be in hibernation. From which dragon did you hear this?”

“That, of course, is a secret.”

In truth, it was more a matter of it being unspeakable. In simpler terms, he was bluffing.

“It seems the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago has many secrets, too. Before discussing the pact, how about we set our positions openly?”

Using Akardnil’s information, Khan had successfully located the dragon of Sea Dragon Archipelago. That was the extent of what he knew.

‘I lack information about her.’

Khan’s goal was to understand just what kind of dragon this one before him was. And he suspected she felt the same about him. With this in mind, he was confident that his proposal wouldn’t be rejected.

“…Establish positions?”

His prediction was spot on.

‘Got her.’

Khan smiled gently, trying to appear as friendly as possible.

“Demanding the immediate implementation of the pact or whatever—it must be bewildering for someone who suddenly appeared out of nowhere to do so. I understand that. So, I suggest we get to know each other first.”

“What a preposterous—.”


“I am Gordy Khan. As I mentioned earlier, the descendant of Karyan.”

The audacity to interrupt a dragon and speak only his own piece left even the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago at a loss. Furthermore, the way he looked at her as if prompting her to introduce herself made it even more surprising.

‘Is he insane?’

It’s hard to imagine anything else.

While it’s natural that a man from this era might not know the ancient proverb that ‘even demons and giants show courtesy in a dragon’s lair,’ he should at least understand that she could easily kill him with a mere gesture.

“…I am the Sea Dragon Natrix.”

Finally, with a sigh, she agreed to Khan’s proposal and revealed her name.

“Your kind calls me the master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, but that’s not entirely true. I am the last survivor of the Sea Dragon race, and I guard the tombs of all Sea Dragons.”

“The Sentinel Nati. So, it’s you.”

“How do you know that name!”

“I told you. I heard it from a dragon.”

‘Is he bluffing? Or is it the truth?’

The master of Sea Dragon Archipelago, Sentinel Nati, narrowed her eyes in confusion and suspicion. But the sky-blue dragon eyes seemed blocked from gathering more information beyond a certain extent.

“…Only Akardnil knows that title and name in this world. Not even the Emperor of the Empire knows my name.”

Natrix’s eyes narrowed further. Despite her doll-like appearance, which only made her seem cute rather than intimidating, Khan genuinely felt a chilling sense of danger.

‘She’s incredibly suspicious.’

The reddish hue slowly emanating from her aura felt like a death sentence. If it fully turned red, it would mean the end for him. But her reaction also confirmed one thing.

‘She’s not used to this.’

Natrix.

She’s not accustomed to conversations. To be blunt, calling her inexperienced would be spot on.

‘It’s likely she’s hardly ever had to converse with an equal.’

She’s a dragon. A being fundamentally different from mortals since birth. Her companions would naturally have to be other dragons.

But.

‘Guarding the Sea Dragon tombs means she’s the last of her kind. She admitted she’s the last survivor. And as for the remaining dragons…’

The number of dragons still alive in this era can be counted on one hand, and they are all ancient dragons. Except for Akardnil, they are all in indefinite hibernation.

This implies that Natrix has spent centuries—an amount of time longer than many elves live—alone in her expansive lair. Socially, she could be seen as a child.

‘When Akardnil mentioned the Sentinel Nati in his final words, this was his intention.’

In Act 9, during the Arch Demon Subjugation, Akardnil sacrifices his life. Just before his death, he leaves behind a will to the player, the leader of the task force.

Among those words were messages meant for other dragons. The title of Sentinel Nati was heard then.

‘This is the key.’

After observing Natrix’s reactions with Karyan’s eyes and his intuition, Khan realized something.

The compassionate and human-loving dragon, Akardnil, was the most significant force that could sway Natrix’s emotions. With that realization, Khan adopted a solemn tone.

“Akardnil left a message for you.”

“Akardnil… left a message?”

‘As I expected.’

Seeing Natrix show interest before suspicion, Khan gained confidence and conveyed ‘Akardnil’s message’—a liberal adaptation of Akardnil’s future will.

“Akardnil didn’t want you to wither away in loneliness, Natrix.”

“…!”

***

Natrix felt as if her heart was pounding. Though she only took a human form, her heart shouldn’t physically beat like an ordinary human’s. Feeling such emotions meant she was deeply stirred.

Perhaps it was because of the words the self-proclaimed descendant of Karyan, Khan, had spoken about Akardnil’s message.

“Akardnil left such words…? To you, not even a fellow dragon or transcendent?”

Whether it was a confirmation or denial, no answer came. Faced with the solemn gaze of Khan, Natrix felt even more shaken.

No matter how young and inexperienced Natrix might be, a dragon is still a dragon. Their inherent nobility is far too high to be swayed by the mere lies of mortals.

But there was a reason why Natrix was so deeply unsettled. While she could easily discern truth from falsehood using her dragon eyes on other mortals, they seemed to have no effect on Khan.

Above all—

‘If it’s him, he’s capable of saying such things…’

Even from the few meetings they had, she recalled similar words. He had advised her not to place too much weight on her role as a sentinel and to occasionally go out and enjoy the amusements of a dragon.

These words hadn’t resonated with the younger Natrix at the time. But after spending so many years alone in her lair, with the Emperor of the Empire changing dozens of times, they now struck a chord.

“Akardnil was worried about you being left alone after he was gone. That’s why, while seeking out Karius Sea, I came to Sea Dragon Archipelago—to free you from the burden of your race’s duty.”

These words were a sweet temptation. Especially since they were supposedly from Akardnil.

“What do you want, descendant of Karyan?”

Ultimately, Natrix decided to listen to the contents of the pact Khan was proposing. She could decide whether to accept it after hearing what it entailed.

But she didn’t realize—

‘She’s completely fallen for it.’

Unknowingly, she was already caught up in Khan’s skilled rhetoric.

“There’s nothing to be wary of. It’s all for the peace of Midland. Akardnil would be pleased by this.”

“Peace of Midland…?”

“Yes. Peace.”

‘With the elves, the Followers of Truth, and the Dwarf Pirate Gang—three major factions are involved. No matter how much I stir things up, the balance won’t tip. But… if I add a dragon to the mix.’

Wiping them all out would definitely be possible. Khan’s lips subtly curled into a smile as he maintained his serious demeanor.

“First, let’s start by completely isolating those island elves.”
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“Additionally, I intend to make all the elves who step outside of Paradise well-behaved.”

“What do you mean by well-behaved?”

“Elves only become well-behaved when they’re dead.”

“There goes that crazy talk again….”

Khan shrugged.

“It’s not that unreasonable. In my experience, elves always pull some dirty trick as long as they are alive.”

“Are you planning to wipe out all of Paradise? If that’s your plan, I won’t help you.”

Natrix’s elegant eyebrows furrowed.

“The Pact of Protection is meant to intervene when something emerges that significantly threatens the survival of Midland or the continuity of the empire, and when mortals are powerless to solve the problem themselves.”

“I am aware. That’s the reason why Akardnil remains in seclusion. There aren’t many threats that pose a significant risk to the current empire.”

“Right. Therefore, I cannot fulfill a request to take aggressive action against the elves.”

Natrix clearly stated her intention to refuse, regardless of the advice to act freely given by Akardnil, if Khan made an unreasonable demand.

“You must prove that your request is indeed in accordance with the Pact. If you can’t, I will expel you from my lair.”

Dragons do not lie. Their ‘words’ are a form of power that directly imprints upon and interferes with the world. Naturally, Khan knew the contents of the Pact from the beginning. He had, of course, anticipated this situation.

“Paradise has already projected its ambitions onto the continent. Through the Paradise Bank established under the pretext of protecting the history of mortals, they tried to shake the very pillars of the empire. It was I who thwarted their plans. As evidence….”

As Natrix glanced over the item Khan took from his pocket, she nodded.

“The imperial seal. I remember it from the memories Akardnil shared.”

“This was given to me when I headed to the Karius Sea this time. And shortly before I came here, it was revealed that one of the emperor’s confidants was a spy for a certain faction.”

“Hmm. Continue.”

“You might be familiar with the name.”


Khan briefly smiled, thinking of the name of a group that posed an unrivaled threat to the existence of the world.

‘I already sold them out to the emperor once, but a well-selling product always has its reasons.’

“The Assembly of Truth. A familiar name, isn’t it?”

“…!”

As expected, Natrix knew about the Assembly of Truth. Though it was unclear which era she hailed from, she seemed to have all the necessary knowledge.

‘How could she not know about the madmen who captured dragons and used them as experimental subjects?’

“It seems those presumed to be successors of the Assembly of Truth are still lurking in the continent. Now they operate under the name ‘Followers of Truth’. Moreover, one of their high-ranking ‘Seekers’ seems to have teamed up with the elves, targeting the treasures of the old dwarven dynasty.”

Since this information was obtained directly from the captured elven elder, it must be true—Khan added at the end, causing Natrix to sigh.

“To think it would be this inconvenient not having my dragon’s gaze.”

Khan showed no particular reaction to this remark. He knew that in such moments, saying anything more might backfire.

Natrix was already more than halfway convinced, if not entirely. At such times, it was best to remain silent and give the other party time to think.

‘Well, it seems it won’t take long.’

Whether it was due to unfamiliarity with a human form or because a dragon’s true nature made it difficult to consciously control expressions, Natrix’s emotions were clearly visible on her face, allowing Khan to roughly predict her response.

“If there is any falsehood in your words, then it won’t be the elves who are made well-behaved, but you, descendant of Karyan.”

Echoing Khan’s words while glaring sharply, Natrix wore an expression of semi-doubt.

Of course, Khan was confident.

“That won’t happen.”

Elves and mages. Given that these nefarious second-rate individuals had teamed up in the Midlands quest world, they were undoubtedly up to even more insidious schemes.

“Let’s head back. I’ll introduce you to my companions.”

“… This is unsettling.”


“What’s so unsettling about acting based on what you’ve seen with your own eyes?”

“Silence.”

Natrix dismissed Khan’s remark lightly and clapped her hands. With that, spatial transference occurred once more. As Khan prepared to inform his party of Natrix’s arrival, his facial expression soured.

He had predicted some confusion since they had suddenly encountered a dragon and been brought to its lair. He had hoped they would have calmed down by now.

“This atmosphere is unexpected…?”

Khan looked down, noting the half-bloodied and sprawled state of the Sixth Branch and the seething William beside her.

“Ah, you’re back, sir?”

Ron responded to Khan’s arrival with a startled expression and a feeble grin.

“We tried to stop them… but that prickly friend of yours has quite a temperament.”

“Hmph! I did nothing wrong! This vicious elven woman started it first…!”

“Quiet.”

Khan’s low voice resonated, bringing immediate silence. William, who had been passionately arguing with an angry expression, found himself baffled by why he stopped speaking, but instinctively complied with Khan’s command.

“Well, I didn’t expect you to get along. That much is understood.”

Khan sighed as he glanced at William in passing and then looked at the battered state of the Sixth Branch, sighing again.

“She’s a real mess.”

“….”

“I’m not blaming anyone. I bet this elf said something, and William couldn’t hold back and reacted.”

Given that Neria and Elena, who have good judgment, and even the usually gentle Ron didn’t stop it, it probably means they also felt William’s actions were justified.

“What did this elf say, exactly?”

“You dwarves are doomed anyway… hng. That’s what I said. Hng.”


Khan frowned as the Sixth Branch, seemingly delirious, suddenly started speaking. Despite her labored breathing, filled with bloody sputum, she continued to taunt, which was exasperating.

However, the Sixth Branch, apparently unaffected by their reactions, continued speaking with difficulty.

“Cough. You dwarves’ king doesn’t even know… cough… that the treasure he so desperately seeks is actually… a disaster that will doom his race…!”

“This damn elf is spouting nonsense again─.”

“Hold on.”

Khan raised a hand to calm the indignant William, then knelt on one knee in front of the Sixth Branch.

“What do you mean, the dwarves’ treasure is a disaster that will doom the dwarves?”

“Heh. Do you think I’ll just tell you…? Besides, it’s already too late! Cough….”

It was madness. Ignoring her own pain, she spewed curses solely to further torment her opponent. The driving force behind this was nothing but pure malice.

Anyone confronting such spite would inevitably feel drained. Even William, the target of her vitriol, was too stunned to be angry.

“Is she telling the truth?”

“At least, she seems to believe it.”

Natrix responded nonchalantly. Yet, neither Khan, who knew the wickedness of elves better than anyone, nor the thousand-year-old dragon was swayed.

“A mere mortal, speaking of the extinction of a race. How arrogant….”

A crack appeared in Natrix’s doll-like expression. One dwarven dynasty collapsing was vastly different from the entire dwarf race going extinct. For Natrix, the last survivor of the sea dragon race, the word “extinction” was even heavier.

『Speak.』

Her voice began to take on a transcendent quality. It was a prelude to the activation of the draconic command.

『What are you elves plotting?』

This time, it was impossible to resist with the power of spirit manifestation. Above all, in the nest, a dragon could wield powers akin to a God.

Even Natrix, who was akin to a hatchling, found it easy to pry open the mouth of an elven elder.

“Ugh…!”

No matter how much she tried to resist, the Sixth Branch, still an elder, could only hold out for so long before her pupils began to dilate and unfocus.

Just as Khan noticed this and started to move, ‘Consciousness?!’

As he observed the anomaly through Karyan’s eyes, Khan was about to strike down with his fist. The consciousness of the Sixth Branch was rapidly expanding. But it was already too late—the voice of another being echoed from her mouth.

『Oh dear, this is quite troublesome. It’s not nice to rummage through someone else’s child’s head just like that.』

The voice, though laughing, showed no sign of being troubled.

Bang─!

Khan’s punch, thrown with all his might, was blocked by an invisible force. This was no ancient elf magic barrier but an intangible shield seemingly forged by consciousness itself, which nullified the attack.

“Transcendent…!”

It was clearly an act of a transcendent being.

『Insolent! How dare you show off your trifling skills in the domain of a dragon─!』

At that moment, when Natrix roared and activated her draconic command, the consciousness barrier was obliterated without a trace. However, the being possessing the body of the Sixth Branch, still unperturbed, spoke again.

『I do not understand. You were the one who first tried to control my child. Master of Sea Dragon Archipelago. I simply stepped in to protect my child.』

The body of the Sixth Branch floated into the air. It was a situation that appeared unusual to anyone. As Khan and his party each assumed combat stances, the elven transcendent sighed in what seemed like regret.

『The resistance is stronger than I anticipated. Indeed, it befits the nest created by the past sea dragons for their last princess. To think that even a dragon who isn’t an ancient one can wield such power here.』

Time is running short—

The mysterious transcendent added, with a smile, and turned her gaze toward Natrix.

『Still, it’s fortunate. Though the process differed from my intention, the fact that this child has entered your nest is a success. And it seems the alchemist’s jade stone has safely made its way into your possession as well….』

『Silence─!』

Once more, Natrix’s draconic command struck the transcendent’s consciousness. The consciousness was crushed to the extent that it could no longer hold its form.

However, as if there had never been any intent to resist, the transcendent accepted the dissolution of her consciousness with a relaxed smile and uttered her final words.

『It was a pleasure to meet you this way. And I apologize for causing you trouble.』

『Trouble? What do you mean-!』

『From now on, the Karius Sea will no longer exist in this Midland. But don’t worry too much. Instead, you’ll be with a great part of me together.』

With these words, the transcendent consciousness dissipated.

And just before the dissolution, upon recognizing the identity of the consciousness blending with and scattering from the Sixth Branch, Khan shouted in shock.

“Tree of Memory…!”
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In the darkened space where the elders of Paradise projected their consciousness. The figure with the upper body of a beautiful elf and the lower body resembling tree roots—the Tree of Memory—slowly opened her eyes, casting a radiant glow.

“Tree of Memory.”

The illusions of the elven elders immediately bowed in response to the radiant glow.

Cough- The Tree of Memory mimicked spitting out blood. Although she didn’t actually spill any, the state she simulated was akin to severe hemoptysis if she had been a real person.

“What…!”

“Are you alright?!”

The illusions of the elven elders reached out or flinched in reaction, showcasing the urgent concern for the Tree of Memory’s status in Paradise. Smiling, the Tree of Memory waved her hand.

『I’m fine. The resistance was stronger than expected, so I had to use some energy.』

“You are the essence of this Paradise.”

The illusion of an old elf expressing worry for the Tree of Memory furrowed his brows, finding it unacceptable.

His identity was Kenaz, the Second Branch of Paradise. As one of the eldest and most revered elves in Paradise and the head of the Kenaz family, his voice held the highest authority among the elders, being the heir to ancient elven magic.

“Before achieving our great endeavor, you must conserve yourself. You are the one who will eventually encompass half the continent beyond the Karius Sea.”

『Kenaz, there’s no need to worry so much. Although I used some energy, it was merely a minor strain.』

“That is a relief. More importantly, your struggle means that the Sixth Branch has safely met the monster of Sea Dragon Archipelago.”

Kenaz’s illusion wore a warm smile. His laughter, with his appearance unbelievably beautiful for his age, was a pinnacle of beauty that could enchant any human.

“Her sacrifice has advanced our grand cause a little further.”

However, his words revealed his vile nature. Despite deceiving and callously sacrificing his kin, Kenaz showed no remorse. He turned his head, maintaining an untroubled face.

“The Isa family will gain more influence following our great endeavor.”

“We are deeply grateful, second Branch.”

The illusion of a middle-aged woman who received Kenaz’s gaze expressed her gratitude with an upright posture and a stern face.


She was Isa, the Fourth Branch, and head of the Isa family, a supreme spiritist who commanded the highest-ranking spirit of ten-thousand ice.

“However, I must express my doubts about the ability of that alchemist, the mortal mage.”

“…Isn’t it too late for that now, Isa?”

“That’s why I’m raising this point. Was it necessary for the Tree of Memory to expend her power to transport that red gemstone?”

“The Tree of Memory is the mother of us elves. Are you questioning her judgment?”

“Mortals are cunning and habitually use deceit, which is why I express doubt. Do not misconstrue my intentions, Kenaz.”

For a moment, the smile on Kenaz, the Second Branch’s, face twisted.

『You both must not quarrel. I’m truly fine.』

Kenaz was someone who hid the flames of hell within his gentle smile. When his usually suppressed anger erupted, no one could stop him, not even another elder.

Thus, the Tree of Memory smiled and mediated between them.

『And Second Branch… Kenaz, I understand your concern. But there is no need to doubt. I personally feel the power of that item right now.』

The half-elf, half-tree apparition directed its gaze to the empty void. Although the elders could not share her sight, they inferred that she was looking towards Sea Dragon Archipelago.

『Far away, I can faintly sense a sweet aroma piercing my spiritual senses. And that aroma is growing stronger even as we speak. It is perfectly fulfilling its role as a ‘beacon.’』

Taking that as reassurance, Isa, the Fourth Branch, slowly stepped back. The Tree of Memory cast a fleeting smile at her cold expression before speaking again.

『All that remains is to secure the core of Gigantus. Once the core is returned to its original place, our task will be complete. Surely, even the sea dragons could not have imagined that the ancient giant whose heart was extracted would still retain its immense life force.』

“The seed of disaster created by the dwarf race’s madness has fallen into Paradise’s hands. We should thank them for their contribution.”

『Indeed. Although the malevolence perpetrated by distant ancestors, it is nonetheless due to the dwarves’ efforts that this has been possible. We should consider giving them a new home in the restructured world.』

“I will comply with your wishes.”

As Kenaz bowed and pledged his allegiance, the other elders’ illusions followed suit, bowing their heads in unison. The Tree of Memory maintained her smiling facade without any noticeable reaction to their steadfast loyalty.

『However, remember that securing Gigantus’s core is paramount to achieving our grand purpose. To execute the plan for the mutual destruction of the revived giant and the monster of Sea Dragon Archipelago, we need the core to initiate the giant’s resurrection.』


With a nonchalant expression, the Tree of Memory spoke of orchestrating the mutual destruction of the giant and the dragon.

To achieve this, they sent the Sixth Branch to Sea Dragon Archipelago, and the Alchemist’s Stimulant was a preparatory tool to send the revived giant to the archipelago.

Of course, if the elders realized that one of their own was being used as bait, they might start thinking, ‘Could it be me next?’

However, there wasn’t a hint of doubt among the elven elders. The belief that sacrificing their lives for the Tree of Memory was natural was ingrained in all of them.

『However, to target Gigantus without any plan would merely waste your lives meaninglessly.』

The Tree of Memory, seemingly considering this as a matter of course, casually spoke of “expenditures”.

『Gigantus’s strength in naval combat is absolute. Additionally, since they do not easily allow Gigantus to approach close to Paradise, we must fight a war without being able to use our full power. That’s why we called them—the Followers of Truth, successors to the ancient magic order.』

To achieve a more efficient use of resources, they sought to break the delicate balance of power.

The presence of the Alchemist was enough to act as a weight to tip this balance. The prowess of the artifacts created by the Alchemist often had exceptional efficacy on the battlefield, even if not directly a magic force.

『And with another Seeker preparing to revive the giant, we must precisely target the moment Gigantus moves.』

The Tree of Memory closed her eyes. As the mother of all spirits and elves, she could glimpse the memories of spirits that returned to her embrace.

Currently, the spirits sent by the elves to monitor Gigantus in the Karius Sea were continuously relaying memories to her.

『It seems they are just as pressed for time.』

Satisfied with the result of the memories she had read, the Tree of Memory smiled.

“The usurper who seized the throne through rebellion is constantly on edge, fearing he will lose his place. His excessive reaction to the emergence of a survivor from the previous dynasty is hardly surprising.”

Kenaz’s usually unblemished face showed signs of satisfaction.

“Ultimately, Uruz’s death was not in vain. Seeing the false king of Gigantus panic proves that.”

“Haha. Since Paradise sent an elder directly, they must have realized that the survivor from the previous dynasty is genuine, correct?”

A new voice interjected at that moment.

A young man rubbing his half-closed eyes—he was Unjo, the head of the Unjo family, one of the six families of Paradise, and the Third Branch.


“Hmm. Still, it’s regrettable. Uruz was quite noisy, but he sometimes woke me up from sleep, which was nice…”

『Come to think of it, the fiend that killed Uruz is with the monster of Sea Dragon Archipelago. The survivor of the Leonora dynasty is also present there.』

Upon hearing this, Unjo raised his hand with a languid gesture.

“Then, may I personally deal with this fiend, Tree of Memory? I want to leave a work of art made from the fiend’s corpse in front of Uruz.”

The Tree of Memory readily accepted Unjo’s request.

『Then, let the Third Branch and Fourth Branch handle Gigantus. You two will lead Paradise’s forces.』

The fate of a single mortal wouldn’t affect their grand plan. Even if the fiend was the one responsible for the death of the Paradise Bank’s head. As long as the grand plan succeeded, the Paradise Bank could be dispensed with.

‘When we evolve into an even greater existence, no one will be able to oppress the elven race again.’

Having planned everything out, the Tree of Memory quietly closed her eyes. She still vividly remembered. The moment when the mage tore through the boundary of the void in the empty space above the clouds.

The transcendent gaze pouring from beyond that boundary. And the splinter of that great power that streamed down towards her, then merely a colossal tree reaching toward the sky.

If she had fully absorbed that glimmer of power, the Tree of Memory would have truly transformed into a divine being. However, interference from another entity, fearing her evolution, left her stranded on the island of Paradise, unable to move.

But that interfering entity could never have imagined. That thanks to the melding of their essences, she would gain another chance.

『No, Kenaz. You should also assist in striking Gigantus. The core of Gigantus is both the beginning and end of our grand plan. Secure the core, even at the cost of your life, and return it to the giant’s heart.』

Despite the unexpected command, Kenaz, the Second Branch, did not hesitate for a moment and nodded.

“It shall be done without fail.”

***

In the space where all the illusions had vanished, the Tree of Memory, watching the elves advancing towards Gigantus through the eyes of spirits, spoke.

『This should be more than enough to ignite Gigantus, wouldn’t you say? Alchemist.』

“More than enough. It’s overwhelming, hahaha.”

The presence who appeared behind the Tree of Memory, as if he had been there all along, laughed, rolling his mechanical eyes.

“Oh dear! I must hurry as well. I’m eager to test the elixir made from the high-ranking spirits personally harnessed by the elf elder…!”

Muttering words tinged with madness, the alchemist’s illusion disappeared in an instant. Left entirely alone in the dark space, the Tree of Memory quietly smiled.

Her lips stretched into a broad, almost unnatural grin.
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A cold silence hung in Natrix’s lair after the Tree of Memory’s sweep.

‘Damn, what’s with this atmosphere….’

Ron shivered, running his hand over his goosebump-covered arm. The confusing scene where an unknown entity took over an elf’s body and spoke cryptic words was certainly startling, but not enough to rattle Ron, who had been a mercenary long before his time with Khan.

More precisely, the figure that set Ron’s senses on edge was the child-like, doll-like figure.

Sea Dragon Natrix.

“This wretched…!”

『This wretched…!』

Although only one person was speaking, two voices overlapped. One was the sound produced by human vocal cords. The other was the draconic command, projecting the dragon’s will into the world.

The meaning of these overlapping voices was clear.

Rage.

Crack. Crunch─!

Her sky-blue eyes darkened as if ink was being poured into them.

Then, dragon scales erupted over her skin, and her small, white fingers, which were once like jade, sprouted claws sharper and harder than any famed sword.

“Her body is…?!”

“She’s reverting to her true form!”

Neria shouted as she retreated far back.

Though Natrix’s lair was enormous, capable of housing her entire massive body, if she transformed so close, everyone would be crushed beneath her.

“What the hell is this crap…!”

Ron muttered through clenched teeth. He had already grabbed Elena’s hand and started to retreat even before Neria’s warning. It was an instinctual response, feeling that escaping was futile.

There is no surviving a dragon’s fury. It was as if his instincts were screaming this truth. Ron glanced sideways, realizing that if death was inevitable, Khan wouldn’t just stand idly by.


Contrary to his expectations, Khan stood calmly with his arms crossed, simply watching Natrix’s transformation.

Of course, it wasn’t because Khan felt confident about surviving her true form.

‘She’s conveniently getting angry for me.’

If Natrix directed her hostility towards the Tree of Memory, it would be advantageous for Khan. If he died in the ensuing chaos, it would be for nothing. But if Natrix could be made to correctly direct her fury, it wouldn’t be a problem.

“The Tree of Memory is an entity that, as far as I know, cannot leave Paradise.”

Just as large wings started to sprout from Natrix’s back while she continued transforming into her dragon form.

“At least, as far as I know. It’s nearly impossible for the Tree of Memory to project its influence outside Paradise. Though it is said she can peek into the memories of spirits due to her identity as their creator, that’s about it.”

Natrix paused at this revelation about the entity that had mocked her, and the ominous signs of wings tearing through her gothic dress halted as well.

“I had no idea it was possible for her to hijack an elf’s consciousness, exert her power, and induce suicide.”

Seeing that Natrix was listening attentively, Khan paused briefly before continuing.

“Still, it’s not necessarily a bad omen.”

“Not a bad omen?”

『Not a bad omen?』

The two voices created a storm of murderous intent. The world, as seen through Karyan’s eyes, was painted entirely red by the massive consciousness.

It goes to show, even if she seems naive, a dragon is still a dragon.

Moreover, as a transcendent being capable of projecting her will into the world through her words, her consciousness far exceeded that of giants or demons.

But Khan stood firm against the crimson tide.

“The elven elder is too strong a card to be used as a mere disposable pawn. Even the worst of gamblers wouldn’t make such a foolish move. Naturally, there must be some deeper scheme, right? And that scheme, as that entity mentioned, lies in facilitating contact between the elder and you.”

“Continue.”

The crimson tide, which seemed poised to swallow the entire scene, receded rapidly. The overlapping voices also returned to normal, indicating that Natrix had become so engrossed in Khan’s explanation that she momentarily forgot her anger.


Sensing it was time to bring up his main point, Khan uncrossed his arms and stepped right in front of Natrix.

“Provoking you, even after achieving its goal and revealing its presence, is clearly a bad move. And assuming the Tree of Memory isn’t foolish, what would all these actions signify?”

The answer to that question was simple.

“Natrix, this means you are also part of some plan orchestrated by the Tree of Memory.”

And that plan was likely nearing success.

The actions recently displayed by the Tree of Memory were evidence that its plans were already in motion, regardless of any variables Natrix might introduce.

“We need to act now.”

Though it might already be too late….

***

“It’s best to move as quietly as possible before we make our move.”

Khan requested Natrix to accompany them in her human form.

After all, assuming a human appearance wouldn’t significantly diminish her power, and from a strategic standpoint, it would be more effective to reveal the asymmetric power of a dragon at the heart of the enemy’s base.

“Hiding and moving like a rat is not to my liking….”

Having decided to move with Khan, Natrix seemed willing to respect his opinion, perhaps because the name Karyan carried weight with her. She accepted Khan’s suggestion without complaint.

However, she couldn’t hide her discomfort as she mentioned it was her first time leaving her nest in a human form.

“How do you plan to travel?”

“We have the dwarf pirate ship we came on. That should be sufficient. And….”

Khan explained to Natrix as much as possible about what she should know while traveling with the group. From a dragon’s perspective, it wouldn’t matter what specialties mortals had.

‘Even so, since we’ll be moving together, it’s better to know these things.’

Basically, Neria, Ron, and the rest of the group were there primarily to protect Elena, who could freely wield blessings beyond that of a high priest.


Abilities like seeing spirits or having exceptional instincts to detect danger were not enough to make them key players on such a significant stage.

However, knowing these things wouldn’t hurt. And that applied to Natrix as well.

“Well, anyway, the main roles are for the two of us. So, I need to ask…. How much will your power weaken once we leave Sea Dragon Archipelago?”

“…….”

She visibly frowned at the sudden question. As a transcendent being, her pride was undoubtedly sky-high. Admitting that her power would diminish outside Sea Dragon Archipelago would be uncomfortable.

But it was already a fact revealed through the Tree of Memory.

“Sigh…. What a series of ridiculous events. I now understand why many of the elder sea dragons avoided Karyan’s name, through you, his descendant.”

After a brief lament, Natrix answered Khan’s question with displeasure. The moment she left Sea Dragon Archipelago, her power would be reduced to less than a quarter of its original strength.

“It’s not unusual. The nest is designed to enhance a dragon’s powers. Isn’t it said that mages’ workshops are imitations of our nests?”

“Normally, the reduction isn’t more than half. That’s significant.”

“……It’s unavoidable. This is the reason I, as the last survivor, managed to live until this era.”

Natrix said this with a small gesture. She had set up a barrier to prevent any sound from escaping.

“I don’t know how much Akardnil has told you, but I won’t reveal anything further about my circumstances. Just know that I’m not as easily targeted by mortals as you might think.”

From that, Khan could roughly gauge her level. In essence, she was saying she would be reduced to the point where mortal attacks could reach her.

‘So, she’ll be at a hatchling’s level.’

As in many fantasy works, the Midlands Quest also has distinctions like hatchlings.

However, unlike the typical setting where hatchlings and adult dragons are distinguished by their growth stages, the hatchlings in the Midlands Quest refer to “inherently weak, immature dragons”.

While they can grow stronger by learning to handle their powers, a hatchling will never become an ancient dragon, no matter how much time passes.

‘She probably doesn’t realize how much I know about this.’

Unfortunately for Natrix, Khan was a veteran of this world.

Although he tended to skip through stories, he diligently searched for and collected any plausible information that might be helpful for strategy, making his knowledge so extensive he could almost be called a connoisseur of the game.

‘So, it’s going just as expected.’

Holding back a sigh that was rising in his throat, Khan scratched the back of his head. Though the common trope of having the strongest boss join as a weakened ally seemed like a disappointment,

‘A hatchling is still a dragon. Essentially, it remains one of the strongest forces.’

The problem was that the enemies they were about to face would also be on an entirely different level compared to those they had faced before.

But Khan didn’t mind at all.

‘It was never easy to begin with.’

***

A ship carrying a diverse group of individuals—an ordinary human, a barbarian from Seoritgol, a girl destined to be an apostle of the gods, the last survivor of the dwarf dynasty, a half-elf born outside of Paradise, and even a dragon in human form—was cutting through the water.

“The dwarf pirates must be aware that the elf fleet is on the move. They must be keeping an eye on their movements.”

Even with William, pinpointing the constantly drifting Gigantus in this vast sea wasn’t an easy task. Especially when such extraordinary events were unfolding beneath the surface.

“There’s no need to search for that massive monstrosity.”

Surprisingly, Natrix took the initiative.

“It’s impossible to evade the sea dragon’s eyes in the ocean. Especially for something exuding such ominous energy.”

Natrix’s sky-blue eyes seemed to shimmer with light as she spoke.

『This way. Let’s hurry.』

Khan couldn’t help but chuckle seeing Natrix, who was not only locating Gigantus effortlessly but also propelling the dwarf pirate ship with her draconic command.

‘It seems the Tree of Memory has truly ruffled her feathers.’

Thanks to Natrix’s efforts, they found Gigantus faster than expected. Upon seeing the familiar shape of Gigantus, which was like his homeland, William let out a sigh, almost like a groan.

“Gigantus is… burning…?”
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The number of dwarves easily exceeds ten thousand, even excluding the scattered dwarf pirates. And the enormous ship that accommodates such a vast number of dwarves is none other than Gigantus.

Hence, dwarves do not classify Gigantus simply as a ship.

It is a massive floating settlement, with a gigantic residential area where tens of thousands can lead their daily lives. There’s also a production area dedicated to the dwarves, most of whom are master craftsmen. Surrounding these areas is the combat zone equipped with magitech cannons that even the empire acknowledges as superior in naval battles.

With all these elements present, calling Gigantus a mere ‘ship’ because it sails the sea felt excessively reductive to the dwarves; they often referred to it as:

The Floating Fortress Gigantus.

Boom─! Crash……!

Gigantus was ablaze.

“That’s impossible! Gigantus is made from material that doesn’t burn…!”

William, who spoke these words, looked ready to jump off the ship any moment if no one stopped him. The sight of Gigantus, the pride of the dwarves, crumbling was enough to unhinge him.

“Those ships. They look just like the elf fleet we encountered at Sea Dragon Archipelago!”

At that moment, Ron, who had been observing Gigantus with narrowed eyes, pointed towards the ships surrounding Gigantus.

As he said, the ships approaching Gigantus were made from the trees of Paradise, not dwarven craftsmanship. However, their scale was vastly different from those at Sea Dragon Archipelago.

Even a rough estimate showed dozens of them. When counted precisely, the number of elf ships easily exceeded a hundred, clearly indicating who was behind this assault.

“Those damn elves!”

“W-Wait! Jumping off won’t help…! If you’re going, take the ship!”

“Shut up! I’m going to crack those bastards’ skulls-.”

“Prince William. Take a closer look. Gigantus isn’t actually burning.”

About to shout at Elena for what he thought was nonsense, William hesitated when he met her calm eyes. He then turned again to inspect Gigantus’s condition.

“It’s true…?”

Thanks to closing the distance, William could clearly see that Gigantus was in better condition than expected.


But what about the flames? What were those towering, vivid flames above Gigantus?

“The spirits… are screaming!”

Then, like someone witnessing a horrific crime scene, the half-elf Neria covered her mouth and spoke in a trembling voice.

“Help us-. No, kill us…! It’s not just one, but three of them mixed together─.”

“Calm down.”

Thud.

A large hand was placed on Neria’s shoulder, who was evidently unaware of the words she was uttering.

“I get the gist of what you’re saying.”

Khan slowly pushed past his companions and leaned against the railing. When elves and mages work together, they create truly monstrous things.

‘Spirits mixed together.’

At least three.

Or rather, three spirits with particularly noticeable presence. Including the lower-grade spirits, at least hundreds of them seemed melded together like dough.

Whenever the mass of spirits moved its formless body, flames spread out like a carpet along its path. This was the fire William had seen.

“Indeed, enduring such flames suggests it could withstand dragon’s breath as well. Natrix.”

“No one can withstand a dragon’s breath. However, it seems that horrid entity would not be affected.”

Natrix acknowledged the impossibility for a simple reason.

“You can’t burn something that has no physical form. Moreover, it looks like it might eventually extinguish itself if left alone.”

That formless mass of spirits was like a wax candle. Melting away in the flames until it finally consumed its own existence to the very end and extinguished itself.

“The problem is we can’t just wait until that happens.”

“Holy magic can hold it back for a while.”


Elena looked up at the sky, adding more explanation.

“But the duration won’t be long. Strangely, the goddess’s gaze doesn’t reach around Gigantus….”

“The energy emitted by the core of Gigantus must be the cause. Apostle of the gods. The power of a transcendent repels another transcendent’s power.”

『Shroud yourselves.』

Answering Elena’s question, Natrix promptly activated her draconic command. An invisible barrier enveloped the group.

“As long as you don’t drift far from me or unless I die, the draconic command will prevent the flames from reaching you. It might be a bit painful, but it’s better than being burned alive.”

“Hurry! We need to help those spirits!”

Neria gripped her ‘Neria’s Magic Awl’, which she had regained for this journey, and leaped. Khan shot a glance at William, who took control of the helm with urgent action to steer the ship towards Gigantus.

“Oh no…! They’re firing from over there!”

William urgently swerved the ship. Just as the warning reached the group, a magitech cannon wreathed in flames emitted a brilliant burst.

Bang──!!

“Cease your nonsense!”

The deafening explosion shook even the air, overlapped with Natrix’s angry roar. In an instant, a blast occurred right before their eyes.

“Ugh!”

The explosion was so powerful that it made everyone’s ears ring. However, it wasn’t strong enough to penetrate the large wings that had spread out in an instant.

“Advance.”

Natrix, in her human form but with wings extended from her back, commanded with authority. William, who had been crouching in shock, quickly got up and resumed steering the ship towards Gigantus.

“If the cannons are moving, then the inside must be in better condition than we thought, right?!”

“They’re shooting at approaching ships—! If anyone was inside, they’d have targeted us—! This shows the cannons are operating automatically!”

“What kind of cannon moves by itself?”


“Less complaining, and hold on tight, you idiot mercenary!”

The magitech cannons, not satisfied with just one shot, continued to blaze. Although Natrix’s wings blocked the damage, the ship couldn’t avoid shaking from the blasts.

With every scrap of wrecked elf fleet they passed, the number of magitech cannons aiming to intercept them increased.

“This is chaos…!”

Despite the ship’s precarious shaking, it did not capsize thanks to something beyond William’s skilled navigation.

“How are you doing this?”

A small fairy circled Khan. The wind spirit was constantly maintaining balance whenever the ship was in danger of tipping, creating gusts to stabilize them.

Khan had only thought of it as providing a simple agility buff, but it was now showcasing a level of control that was keeping their perilous voyage steady.

“Just a bit more. Hang in there.”

Pretending to tweak the fairy’s nose, Khan slowly made his way to the front of the ship.

“What are you planning?”

Natrix asked as Khan moved, and he answered with a smirk.

“What do you think?”

With a brief pause to gauge the distance to Gigantus, Khan stepped forward and spoke.

“Smash it.”

Thunk──!

With Khan’s powerful step, the prow of the dwarf pirate ship dipped into the ocean, only to be steadied by Natrix’s power.

As everyone turned their heads back to the front, suppressing the nausea from the turbulent motion, their eyes widened in shock and amazement.

“Is that really a human…?”

Khan had lept over the seemingly insurmountable web of cannon fire, and was now uprooting a magitech cannon as large as a troll with his bare hands, hurling it aside.

***

Crunch. Crunch!

Once they had made landfall, the automated cannons were no match for Khan. Within minutes, Khan had uprooted and destroyed all the cannons targeting their ship, turning his attention towards the interior of Gigantus.

“Magnificent.”

The exclamation referred to both the sight seen with his own eyes and through Karyan’s eyes.

Who could have imagined seeing the sight of a massive, flame-engulfed mechanical fortress in a medieval fantasy world?

The fact that the flames were created by a bizarre entity formed from a mixture of spirits made it even more horrifying.

“Here. Blessing of the gods.”

At that moment, the party members, who had brought their ship close to Gigantus, disembarked one by one, while Elena performed a miracle through her holy magic.

It was the ‘Blessing of Flame Shield’.

“With the draconic command from the sea dragon, you should be able to withstand it longer than my initial expectations.”

“Understood. And… prioritize protecting the priest if you don’t want to burn to death. I’ll take the lead in combat.”

“Of course. It’s not like I want to jump in and fight out there.”

Despite his seemingly complaining words, Ron held his enchanted hammer with determined eyes, showing he was ready to risk his life if necessary. Khan gave him a faint smile, then turned to Neria.

“Neria said she’s fine. And if it gets critical, she’ll use that.”

“Don’t hesitate to use it. Don’t try to endure just to help us.”

“Of course, that’s the plan. I’m too young to die just yet, right?”

Though it was hardly a statement for someone who had likely lived several times longer than an ordinary human, Khan knew it was Neria’s way of joking and shrugged it off.

“Natrix, conserve your strength as much as possible. We don’t know when we might need your power.”

“For now, I’ll comply. But if it seems impossible to manage, I will take action based on my judgment.”

“You may do as you see fit in that regard.”

It was the last moment they had for conversation.

Uncertain of what awaited inside Gigantus, Khan quickly conveyed the battle plans.

“Hey─! Over there…!”

From the inner part of the combat area, William, with an incredulous look, pointed towards something he had spotted.

The fortress city of the dwarves, combining the essence of magitech and the unique craftsmanship of their race, resembled a city from a steampunk world.

Tall buildings and numerous mechanical devices filled the urban landscape, making it difficult to see what was happening deeper inside, much like how modern buildings obscure the view.

At this very moment, all those countless buildings started to melt away at once. In the midst of the melting structures, a mage with mechanical arms and legs clicked his mechanical eyes, from which red light emanated.

Khan instantly recognized who the figure was.

A mage on par with the Saboteur who had operated as the imperial spy, a pioneer in alchemy who had created homunculi, constantly producing vicious creations that plagued players,

‘The Alchemist…!’

The alchemist, who had melted the dwarven fortress city with some unknown elixir, greeted them while holding the head of an elven elder, who had lost all reason, shaking it like a toy.

“Well, well, unexpected guests have arrived.”
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“That… that man…!”

The mage with prosthetic arms, legs, and eyes made of mysterious metal—an alchemist—greeted them with a smile. Surprisingly, it was Ron who first recognized him.

“Oh, you recognize me?”

The alchemist seemed pleased and gave Ron a curious look up and down.

“You have no elegance for a mage. So, you’re a half-baked mage who can barely use a few basic spells. But how did you recognize me?”

“Your face is plastered right at the entrance of the Tower! The former Golden Tower Master’s disciple…!”

“The Tower Master’s disciple…? What are you talking about, Ron?”

“Just what it sounds like, Elena.”

Even while maintaining his wariness, Ron revealed the alchemist’s true identity.

“He was the disciple of the previous Golden Tower Master and promised the position of the Tower Master himself. But he suddenly killed his master and fled after stealing the master’s secret knowledge and research data. He was believed dead, having lost his limbs and eyes during his master’s resistance.”

“Unfortunately, I’m alive. Ah…! The memory of that moment still sends shivers down my spine. Who would have thought a master alchemist of the continent would be crafting such lowly weapons as colorless, tasteless, odorless corrosion poisons? Well, thanks to that….”

The alchemist swung the elven elder’s head he held as if showing off a new toy.

“I’ve gained this wonderful body. Although it may look grotesque, it has plenty of useful features. For instance….”

Tap- Tap-

“Even without using inefficient spells like flying magic, I can move freely in the air thanks to some additional features.”

He tapped the empty air with his toes a few times. The more astonishing part was that a solid sound echoed as if an invisible platform existed, something those sensitive to mana quickly discerned.

“This isn’t the work of modern mages. It’s ancient knowledge.”

“Ah-. A discerning eye indeed. Yes! All of this was made using ancient spell systems and dwarven craftsmanship.”

“What a clown you are.”

Whoosh-!


Perhaps annoyed by the alchemist’s playful tone, Natrix furrowed her brows and folded the wings she had used as a shield.

“I care not for your worthless identity. That elf you’re holding. It looks like it’s hosting spirits. That abomination is your doing as well, isn’t it?”

She pointed to the area where buildings continued to melt. Despite not being an elf, Natrix could see the spirit, proving that she could indeed perceive the bizarre spirit swallowing the buildings with its amorphous body.

“Oh! They say the dragon’s eyes can see through all creation. Can you even see entities straddling different dimensions? Truly… I can understand why ancient scholars captured live dragons for experiments.”

Such an intriguing creature. Though mechanical eyes couldn’t convey emotions, the alchemist’s eyes seemed filled with sticky curiosity.

“Ah, I haven’t answered your question yet. Yes, that mixed spirit is my handiwork. Of course, it would have been impossible without the consent of the amalgamated entities. Thanks to that, I’ve got a rough idea of what spirits are now.”

The alchemist brought the elf in his hand—Kenaz, the Second Branch—close to his face, smiling contentedly.

“But let me warn you. Killing me won’t make the spirit disappear. That thing is designed to burn everything and finally turn itself into ashes….”

“That’s a lie.”

“Who are you…?”

The red mechanical eye blinked in surprise. The person who had suddenly cut into the conversation, startling him, was none other than Khan.

The alchemist then seemed to recognize the unusual barbarian, clearly not an ordinary sentient being, and exclaimed belatedly, “Ah!”

But by then, Khan had already leaped off the ground into the air.

Bang─!

His target was the alchemist standing on an invisible platform at an awkward altitude, and by the time the alchemist reacted to the thunderous noise of Khan’s takeoff, Draupnir had already begun spewing flames nearby.

『Blood Art – Fiery Blood』

The blood stored in the “Heart of Predation” in Khan’s right chest gushed out and turned into the flames of the art. Additionally, two marks glowed, further boosting his stats.

He was at full power.

“Incredible-.”

But the alchemist was also a mage of the highest order, comparable to the tower masters among mages. There was no need for incantations or gestures.


With layered spells continuously maintained since boarding Gigantus, he simply reinforced his defensive spell shield, enhancing its durability. For the alchemist, this process was as natural as breathing.

The reinforced spell shield gained the durability of a moving fortress wall. But this was a foe who could shatter even fortress walls.

Crack. Craaack──!

An attack powerful enough to demolish fortress walls smashed the grand magus’s shield without a trace. The mechanical red eyes of the alchemist widened in apparent surprise, but mages are those who manage to achieve multiple gains with a single move.

In the split second that the spell shield shattered, the alchemist thrust the face of the Second Branch at Khan.

Was he intending to use the frail body of an elf as a shield? Khan couldn’t fathom the alchemist’s intent, nor did he care to understand it.

He merely planned to split both the elf and the alchemist in one sweep, and as his attack was about to cut through the Second Branch’s body—

Screech—

The Second Branch, who had been stiff as a corpse, suddenly opened his mouth.

“…!”

What issued forth from that mouth was a horrific scream. And from far away, the amorphous spirit that was devouring Gigantus’s structures.

Who would have expected a spirit to be spewed out like vomit from the mouth of an elf? Moreover, such a maneuver had never appeared even in ‘Midlands Quest.’

Sizzle…

“Khan!”

Elena let out a small scream and instantly performed another holy magic. Though she couldn’t see the spirit engulfing Khan, she could feel the blessing she had cast upon him being “corroded”.

『Burn.』

Fortunately, the power that Natrix had preemptively granted through her draconic command took effect. Natrix’s voice abruptly echoed in Khan’s mind, and the spirit enveloping his body made contact with blue flames, instantly disintegrating.

“The dragon’s flames…! Even seeing it with my own eyes, it’s hard to believe! Flames that embody the very concept of burning…!”

The alchemist, although he had missed an opportunity to finish Khan with a calculated counterattack, appeared unfazed. He leisurely assessed Natrix’s flames as if he still had much confidence to spare.

He was still full of energy.


“Why don’t you fall now?”

The alchemist smiled slyly and gestured downward. At once, Khan’s body began to plummet toward the ground. Lacking the ability to fly, this was the natural course.

“Platform.”

However, as if mocking the alchemist’s expectations, Khan’s falling frame came to a halt midair. While the alchemist’s red mechanical eyes rapidly flickered, a wind spirit was sweating profoundly, arms upraised, holding up Khan’s nearly 2-meter frame. Seemingly ready to propel Khan upwards with a gust of wind.

“Hah…!”

Yet, lacking sufficient power, their earlier leap was not repeated, and Khan fell far short of reaching the alchemist. Briefly collecting himself, the alchemist smirked, then aimed the Second Branch at Khan once more.

To maintain the upper hand and unleash a one-sided barrage of attacks.

“Clown, have you forgotten my presence?”

“……!”

Hair that captured the colors of the sea and sky fluttered before his eyes, accompanied by enormous wings that seemed to cover the entire area.

The alchemist, quickly wiping the grin off his face, extended his other hand and created a seal to complete a spell.

Even in their liquefied metal state, the buildings corroded by the mixed spirit’s ‘decay’ remained present. These metals served as a source of power for the Golden Mage.

It was for this reason, among others, that the alchemist, not another Seeker, had been sent to conquer Gigantus. Gigantus, where metals from all over the world were gathered, was like an inexhaustible armory for the Golden Mage.

『Gornarius’s Left Arm』

Rrrrrt.

Rumble──!

The liquefied metal alloys of the dwarves surged skyward, forming a shape.

“How do you like it! I’m sure it’s a familiar sight for a sea dragon!”

It was the arm of a giant.

-Despite not growing beyond the elbow, it was a massive arm comparable to Natrix’s true form.

『You insignificant wretch dare mock me─!』

Natrix, in her human form, erupted in fury. And a dragon’s wrath, when channeled through draconic command, manifests as tangible power.

Boom───!!

The giant’s left arm clashed with the dragon’s fury. The impact was so powerful that it affected even Khan, who was hovering thanks to the wind spirit, and the alchemist, who stood on an ancient spell-formed platform.

Both were hurled mercilessly onto the cold floor of Gigantus. However, both emerged relatively unscathed from the ordeal.

“Impressive. Even outside her nest, she’s that strong. She’s more powerful than I expected, for a so-called ‘half-baked dragon’.”

Khan, who had deftly landed thanks to his exceptional agility, frowned as he saw the alchemist’s composed demeanor. He observed how the liquefied metals, a result of the melted buildings, appeared to support the falling alchemist as if they were alive.

‘Can he control all the metals corroded by that spirit?’

If so, his power would only grow stronger with time.

Perhaps…

‘That spell Natrix is contending with may become more perfected.’

No matter how Natrix was conserving her strength for Khan’s sake, it was still an immensely powerful spell, evidently beyond what a dragon could easily handle. Since it was a spell not seen in the game, it was likely an ancient spell bestowed by the Apostle of Truth specifically for this operation.

Thus, before Natrix needed to exert her full strength—

“We need to finish this quickly and move inside.”

“That will be difficult. No one can interfere until ‘she’ completes her mission.”

As Khan made this declaration, his companions, now re-armed with powerful blessings, stood by his side.
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In the original story, Paradise….

Elves were frequently depicted as a source of calamity across the continent. Especially in the current world, it was Paradise that significantly contributed to accelerating the Empire’s downfall which began with Darkin Perayas’ invasion, prematurely ended by Khan.

In the current timeline, Khan had neutralized Paradise Bank early on by seizing its ledgers and eliminating it.

In the original history, however, Paradise Bank had survived until the mid-to-late stages of the plot, wreaking havoc.

As the Empire weakened from external invasions and internal turmoil, the bank gradually increased its influence, eventually corrupting the Church and bringing about the rise of the ‘Apostate Leonir’.

But that was as far as it went. Thanks to the players’ efforts, Paradise Bank’s plans were crushed, and eventually, all the elves were expelled from the continent, just like the dwarves.

Naturally, the arrogant elves couldn’t accept this fate; they rallied forces alongside southern beastmen to strike back when the Imperial capital crumbled.

‘Then, they got annihilated… The Empire’s monsters swept all of Paradise away… That’s the original history.’

In no timeline did the plot suggest the Tree of Memory would resurrect a giant. If it had, players might have questioned the sanity of the game developers when the elves showed up in the character creation screen.

“…This is insane.”

Khan had to crane his neck until it ached to see the giant’s fingertip piercing through the clouds. No, the fingertip extended far beyond that, obscured from view.

The sheer magnitude was daunting, impossible to fully grasp. If just a fingertip was that large, what would happen when the palm emerged? When the entire wrist and arm were complete?

“Damn it, am I dreaming…? No, it has to be a dream… I must have taken a severe hit to the head while fighting…!”

Ron’s dazed muttering echoed in Khan’s ears, a sentiment shared by most of the group, who were half out of their minds.

“How about it? The majesty of a race that once vied for dominance over the continent against dragons!”

The alchemist’s ecstatic voice snapped the group back to reality.

“Although no records remain of the giant kings, there are records of their vassal warriors. One of them is Gornarius, battling the last of the sea dragons in the sky. This Desegonos was another vassal, a vanguard oppressing mortals across the continent.”

Eager to boast of his achievements, the alchemist generously explained his methods.

“This right hand of Desegonos is both a spell and a ritual to recreate that magnificent being. Of course, it’s impossible to resurrect a being as grand as a giant with a simple spell. But with the top-tier materials abundant in Gigantus, the ancient knowledge bestowed by the Apostle, and my exceptional alchemy─!”

『Ignorant mortal─』


The alchemist’s speech, tinged with madness, was abruptly cut short. The monster battle in the sky ended suddenly as Natrix revealed her full form.

A dragon covered in blue scales roared, biting and tearing apart ‘Gornarius’s Left Arm’, which was charging at her.

If it were real giant hide, a hatchling like Natrix wouldn’t be able to claw and bite through it. But her opponent was merely an ancient spell mimicking a giant’s form.

It was no match for the full power of a true dragon.

Rrrt─!

Having severed the hand and wrist, Natrix’s throat swelled. Then she unleashed her breath.

『A pathetic creature who learned about ancient beings through scribbles dares to deceive a dragon’s eyes.』

The liquid metal that continuously repaired the giant’s left arm was useless against a dragon’s breath. The speed of regeneration couldn’t keep up with the rate at which the breath incinerated.

Natrix’s overwhelming victory declared that she had been holding back to conserve strength for her future confrontation with the Tree of Memory.

“Haha…! Indeed, no imitation of a giant’s form can withstand a dragon’s breath! But what about this right hand of Desegonos? Crafted from the best materials, ancient knowledge, and supreme alchemy, this masterpiece!”

『A worthless fake could never replace a true giant. Know your place.』

Once again, Natrix’s dragonic command cut off the alchemist’s speech. But this time, her warning wasn’t merely verbal. Natrix’s throat swelled even more dramatically.

The sharper curve indicated an even more powerful breath than before. The alchemist had just witnessed how her breath had turned Gornarius’s left arm to ash.

Even the alchemist, who had been acting with blatant madness, recognized the severity of the situation and wiped the smile off his face.

Against a dragon’s breath that could incinerate a metal mass the size of a dragon’s body, even regeneration wouldn’t grant extra lives.

“This could be a bit problematic….”

The alchemist quickly swallowed an elixir from his belt pouch and began casting spells hastily. He planned to use the elixir’s power to exponentially increase the potency of his spells for protection.

『Vanish along with your counterfeit creation.』

Natrix’s merciless dragon breath rained down. As the blue flames cascaded down like a waterfall upon the alchemist, the high-level spell he cast to block the dragon’s breath was rendered impotent.

The mechanical red eyes flickered as if displaying an emotion of surprise. Despite his best efforts, Desegonos was beyond his control. Faced with the full might of a transcendent being, even a mage on par with a tower master could only concede to death.


Fwoosh──!!

The dragon’s breath surged, aiming to incinerate both the alchemist and the giant’s hand behind him. The breath’s onslaught began to engulf everything in its path, including the corroded liquid metal formed by the mixed spirit. The sheer force jolted the half-dazed companions into retreat.

After an agonizingly long few seconds, Natrix retracted her breath and, with a flap of her wings, landed gracefully on the ground.

“Was it sheer luck? Or perhaps a twist of fate?”

Greeted by an all too familiar voice, the alchemist’s voice echoed despite everyone thinking he was nothing more than ashes by now.

“Fortunately, she managed to secure the core of Gigantus and the dwarf king.”

The elf elder—Kenaz—once held by the alchemist was nowhere to be seen as the alchemist, now appearing before them, smiled. Thanks to securing the ‘core’ in time, he had survived the dragon’s breath by sacrificing the mixed spirit.

Of course, this meant the demise of the mixed spirit, a combination of three high-ranking spirits and hundreds of other spirits.

“But now that I no longer need to rely on the spirits’ power for alchemical materials, it’s all good.”

Grrr—

A low growl escaped from Natrix. Khan turned to see what had provoked this unfamiliar reaction from her when, the gigantic finger that pierced through the clouds moved for the first time.

To a human, it would resemble the tiniest twitch. But given the finger’s magnitude, even a slight movement was noticeable. In a vision beyond ordinary sight, the consciousness emanating from the giant’s finger extended to claim dominion over Gigantus.

『Where do you think you’re going─!』

The consciousness, which seemed poised to enshroud the entire Karius Sea, clashed with Natrix’s, halting its advance. Watching the invisible struggle between the two transcendent forces, Khan couldn’t help but feel uneasy about the current situation.

‘A spell could emulate a transcendent’s consciousness?’

Consciousness is tantamount to proof of a soul’s existence. But could a magical creation possess a soul? If so, that wouldn’t just be conjuring magic—it would be akin to divinity─

『The secret to recreating a soul! Could it be…!』

“With the profound knowledge bestowed upon us, we have ventured into the realm of creation! Ah…! To what heights has that being ascended? My feeble mind can scarcely comprehend such transcendence─!”

Natrix’s shocked realization and the alchemist’s trembling voice, soaked in ecstatic reverence, overlapped almost simultaneously.

Ironically, the words of a dragon and a deranged mage pointed to the same individual.


The Apostle of Truth.

‘No way!’

What truth had they uncovered?

Khan’s eyes widened in realization. But there was no time to ponder the shocking truth, as the giant’s finger began to move.

『Come here!』

Natrix’s dragonic command ensnared the group. Khan accepted the invisible force calmly, and with the others, landed on the dragon’s nape.

『Hold on tight!』

There was no need to ask what to hold on to. Grasping the dragon’s scales—perhaps the toughest material in existence—everyone held on as Natrix took off at an incredible speed.

“W-Where are we going?”

Dwarf William, unable to comprehend why they were fleeing with the enemy at their doorstep, shouted in protest. But Natrix either had no intention of answering or didn’t have the luxury to, as she flew at breakneck speed in the opposite direction of Gigantus.

And then,

Rumble—Rumble—Rumble.

The sky began to fall towards them. This wasn’t a mere figure of speech; it was literal.

“This is insane….”

A shadow loomed over the blue ocean. The shadow blanketed everything in sight. It was cast by the giant’s palm, which emerged through the clouds. The enormous hand descended toward Natrix, who carried the group.

Natrix flew with all her might to escape the shadow cast by the giant’s hand. But the giant’s hand, despite its immense size, was incredibly swift.

『Bind!』

At the edge of the shadow’s boundary, Natrix turned her head and used her wings to shield the group, bracing for the impact.

And then,

Boom──!

The giant’s hand, as if leaving its fingerprint on the ocean floor, split the sea.
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“Oh, my, my… If it swings its arm one more time, the Karius Sea will split in half.”

The alchemist, now the only human on the vast Gigantus, kicked aside the corpse of the Second Branch, which had perished along with the annihilated mixed spirit, and laughed maniacally.

Truly an ancient being. A single swing of its arm had cleaved the Karius Sea, said to be more extensive than the North Sea between Northland and Midland.

And this wasn’t even its full power. Thus far, “Desegonos’s Right Hand” had only restored the hand and wrist. In terms of its overall body proportion, it was merely one-tenth of its original form.

Yet, it could alter the world’s geography in an instant?

“A divine miracle, or perhaps a blunder.”

Though the knowledge and spells bestowed by the Apostle of Truth played a significant part, along with the materials gained from melting Gigantus, it was the alchemist who had brought this monster to life. Even he was horrified by its might.

In the ancient past, such monsters reportedly roamed in their full form.

Dragons that defeated giants and demons who rivaled the gods and carved out sub-dimensions known as hells—all these played their parts in the chaos of the ancient continent. The scenarios were clear without having to see them.

No wonder the geography changed daily, and nations vanished constantly.

‘How did the humans of that era manage to maintain any empire? It’s mind-boggling.’

Could humans have a chance against such a being? The alchemist knew with certainty that it was impossible. Even thousands or tens of thousands of the continent’s superhumans couldn’t handle one fully-restored giant.

Yet, the ancient humans had wrested control of the continent from these transcendent beings. Moreover, the mages of the Council of Truth, the predecessor of the Followers of Truth, had left records of capturing transcendent beings alive for human experimentation.

‘Initially, I thought it might be an exaggeration….’

It was normal for records to be simplified or slightly exaggerated over time. Among the few Seekers favored by the Apostle, those entitled to read the documents of the Council of Truth had concluded that more than half of the content was likely untrue.

That belief didn’t change even after the Apostle commanded them to revive the giant.

‘But now, I can’t help but believe it.’

Seeing the destruction wrought by Desegonos’s Right Hand changed his mind.

Usually, the reaction would be, ‘They captured such insane creatures alive for experiments? That’s utter nonsense!’

But the alchemist was also a mage, and mages were creatures of logic. To deny what he had seen with his own eyes would disqualify him as a mage.


“Replacing the flesh with the power of alchemy, imprinting that entity’s form onto the world with spells… And if you install a power source to replace the giant’s heart, the transcendent being will crave life….”

Perfect─!

Clap, clap, clap.

The alchemist, in a deserted and lifeless place where no one else was left, applauded while praising the ‘certain entity’ who had devised this enigmatic spell.

Though the spell itself had been provided by the Apostle of Truth, there was no doubt that the originator was an ancient archmage. No matter how great the Apostle, it would be impossible to devise a spell to resurrect an ancient giant, something never seen before.

“Ah… I almost forgot your contributions. It’s thanks to you that the existence of a transcendent being could be clearly recognized.”

Tired of his own mad praises to the ancient archmage in an empty setting, the alchemist spoke into the air and laughed as he turned around.

“I almost ended up as ashes before witnessing the completion of the grand project.”

“Wasn’t it that parasitic tree that saved you? Kur’gel.”

“Oh, come on. It was thanks to you securing the core of Gigantus in time that the mixed spirit still had value. Your actions were what allowed me to escape death. I owe you my life, Queen of Lesser Dragons.”

As the alchemist turned, there stood a woman who seemed to embody the darkness of the night sky.

Even the elves who perished in making this Gigantus their tomb paled in comparison to her perfect appearance. She exuded the elegance of a noble lady through her flawless posture, though her hands were stained with blood.

“Queen? I am far from such a grand title. And didn’t I ask you to call me Mrs. Roswell? Kur’gel.”

“How could I, to someone who has achieved the resurrection of ancient dragons? Moreover, the Apostle considers you his equal. Without your research on transcendent beings, the idea of resurrecting an ancient giant would have been unthinkable.”

“I merely fulfilled his request. Please, let’s drop the excessive courtesy.”

“Well, if you insist.”

Her true identity was none other than Mrs. Roswell, an alias for the one who had resurrected the golden dragon Aereolus in the Argon Kingdom.

“Though I must say, calling you ‘Mrs.’ feels a bit odd. Do you have a significant other I’m unaware of? Ah, is that question too forward?”

The alchemist shrugged before Mrs. Roswell, who responded with nothing but a smile.

Even among lesser dragons, wyverns, and hydra-like creatures, drakes were formidable enough to make them pale in comparison. The reason why a drake was operating under the alias “Mrs. Roswell” and taking human form was beyond understanding.


However, it was clear that her presence greatly benefitted the Followers of Truth. That had to be why the Apostle of Truth had valued and dispatched her to this place.

“By the way, what did you do with the dwarf king’s body? If we need to directly move Gigantus to Sea Dragon Archipelago, we’d need the hammer the dwarf king carries…. But the hammer seems to be missing.”

“Unfortunately, I didn’t manage to secure it. Nor did I get hold of the Rebel King.”

“Oh dear, what happened?”

“Would it sound like an excuse if I said the resistance was fiercer than I anticipated?”

“Ah… Well, the legacy of the Leonora Dynasty, which has history intertwined with the ancient empire, is bound to have such capabilities. They couldn’t protect the core of Gigantus and fled for their lives, so there’s nothing to regret.”

The parasitic tree seems to desire the hammer, but it isn’t essential for resurrecting the giant. The alchemist laughed, waving off her oversight.

“So, it’s just a matter of waiting now. The core of Gigantus won’t provide nearly enough energy for a complete resurrection. The transcendent element of the giant will begin to seek out sustenance on its own. It will soon be drawn to the scent of the stimulants buried with the remains of another giant in Sea Dragon Archipelago.”

***

Gasp.

Regaining consciousness while vomiting out the water filling his lungs, Khan hastily helped his companions empty their own stomachs. After finally shaking awake the dwarf William, he took stock of where they had ended up.

‘Looks like we’ve washed up on some island.’

He remembered the moment they had been engulfed by a massive water blast, which had shot up to the sky from the giant’s right arm, recreating a physical version of Moses’ miracle. The last thing he recalled was losing consciousness after being hit by the reverse tidal wave.

Thankfully, Natrix had protected them, sparing them from serious injury—

“Are you okay?”

“Of course, I’m fine… I want to say that, but it’s hard to call this normal. Feels like my heart’s been squeezed.”

It was apparent that Natrix had exhausted much of her energy in protecting them. She had already reverted to human form, likely to recover the expended strength.

“Stop looking at me like that. We need to take out that fake arm.”

Khan’s gaze turned in the same direction as Natrix’s. There, the giant’s right hand had grown even larger in the brief interval.

‘Soon, it’ll grow up to the elbow.’


On the other hand, Gigantus appeared significantly diminished, more so than before. It was evident that it lacked the materials to fully restore the giant’s body.

Khan deduced that this would prompt the giant to move in search of the remaining materials.

“If we head to Sea Dragon Archipelago, we can completely destroy that fake.”

“No. That’s precisely what they’re likely counting on, so we can’t do that.”

Khan dismissed Natrix’s proposal to regroup and fight at full strength. He had a sense of what the Tree of Memory intended by expending the elf elder and leaving behind the crimson gem.

‘There’s something in Sea Dragon Archipelago that can fully resurrect the giant.’

The alchemist’s stimulant was meant to lure the resurrected giant to Sea Dragon Archipelago. But their plan had gone awry from the start. Given that these enemies were adept at manipulation, breaking the gem could unleash unforeseen consequences.

‘It was wise to tuck it away in Aecharis’s pouch.’

“Hey, Khan. It looks like William has found something. You should check it out.”

Ron, who had gone off to search for scattered equipment with William, returned alone.

Khan asked Natrix to keep an eye on the giant and followed Ron along the shoreline. Before long, he spotted William, beating another dwarf into the ground.

“You little bastard! How dare you betray the royal family that took you in!”

“Ahhk! Ugh…! Get off me─! I’m the king of dwarves…!”

“Die! DIE!”

“Oh, Prince William! Please calm down for a moment!”

While Ron restrained William, who was on the verge of killing someone, Khan’s frown deepened as he recognized the battered dwarf. What was he doing here?

“…Dwarf king?”

“Y-Yes! I am the King of Dwarves! If you’ve got any sense, you’d show proper re─! Eugh!”

Khan set aside the mystery of why the rebel king, thought to be dead like the other dwarves missing from Gigantus, was here on the same island. Instead, he picked up the pitiful king, shaking him like a wet dog.

Plop.

When the ‘hammer’ fell onto the sandy beach, a smile spread across Khan’s face again.

“The treasure rolled right into us.”

“That’s mine…!”

Ignoring the rebel king’s outburst, Khan handed him back to William and examined the hammer’s item information. He found a key detail that could turn the situation in their favor.

Control rights over Gigantus.

‘With this, it just might work.’

“Did you find a way out of this? Any brilliant plan to get rid of that giant…?!”

Ron, noticing the sudden brightness in Khan’s expression, asked with a hopeful tone, and Khan shook his head.

“It’s even better. But I’ll need your guide skills for this, Ron.”

“Why all of a sudden—”

“I’m planning to deliver that giant as a whole.”

The plan was simple. Khan would board Gigantus with the hammer. Using the hammer’s control rights, he would seize Gigantus. Then, he planned to steer Gigantus straight into Paradise.

As he explained up to that point, Ron’s face turned pale, and he looked at Khan with a pitiful expression that said, ‘You can’t be serious.’

With the same wicked grin he always wore when he was about to mess with someone, Khan confirmed Ron’s worst fears.

“Next time, I’ll give you a grand title like Dragon Knight Ron instead of Guide Ron.”

TL’s Corner:

Dragon Knight Ron!!!
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Creating the giant’s body didn’t mean the alchemist’s work was finished. In fact, the critical part was just beginning.

“Then, I shall proceed with reinforcing the spell.”

Ideally, the correct sequence would have been to completely subdue Gigantus, secure the core, and then activate the giant’s resurrection spell. However, Natrix’s sudden attack had reversed the order.

This did not cause any problems.

Now that the giant had been resurrected, the transcendent element of the giant would start transforming Gigantus into its physical body independently. As evidence, the giant’s body was growing without the alchemist’s direct intervention.

However, some adjustments were necessary to enable the resurrected giant to fully harness the core’s power.

“What about you, mrs. Roswell?”

“I’d like to observe the giant up close.”

“If that’s the case, you don’t need my permission. I’ll begin the work of using the core of Gigantus as the axis of the spell….”

With that, the alchemist separated from Mrs. Roswell and headed to the center of the immense floating fortress to fully integrate the core of Gigantus as the giant’s temporary heart.

‘During this time, we’ll be somewhat vulnerable…’

The elves had already cleaned up and used the spirits’ control given by the Tree of Memory to melt them down, using them as sacrifices for the mixed spirit.

Although Natrix’s appearance had caused some complications, he judged that she wouldn’t attack again if she had any sense.

‘Leaving Sea Dragon Archipelago was a foolhardy act to begin with.’

Enduring a drop in power to less than a quarter of her full strength? Even a foolish human wouldn’t undertake such an irrational action. Perhaps the Tree of Memory’s violation of her nest had driven her mad….

In either case, she had either been severely injured by the giant or was nearly dead by now. The alchemist, confident with these assumptions, entered the high-concentration task, convinced that there was a 90% chance everything was secure.

Just as most enemies who had faced Khan had done, he failed to account for the variables introduced by the possessed individual, Khan.

Bang───!!

The spell was already completed. Making even the slightest modification to an ancient archmage’s giant resurrection spell was an immensely difficult task and required intense concentration, making him slow to react to external stimuli.

‘Something has collided with Gigantus.’


The impact was strong enough to be felt in the heart of the massive floating fortress, so it must have been considerable. The alchemist was now faced with a choice:

Should he stop what he was doing to assess the situation, or should he rely on Mrs. Roswell to handle it and continue his work?

‘The giant comes first.’

The alchemist chose the latter option.

Of course, this decision wasn’t based on trust in Mrs. Roswell. Obviously, despite his polite demeanor, he didn’t completely trust Mrs. Roswell. Mages are inherently cautious.

He chose to focus on modifying the giant’s resurrection spell because it was the utmost priority. Considering the purpose conveyed to him by the Apostle, the possibility of Mrs. Roswell betraying them was extremely low.

Besides, a mage always prepares means of self-protection in advance.

『Adam-Kell’s Soldiers』

The pre-prepared spell, ‘Adam-Kell’s Soldiers’, guarded him.

Soon, a group appeared, seemingly having found him, and the alchemist’s red mechanical eyes blinked in surprise.

“Of course, it makes sense that the densest mana would be felt here.”

The intruders aiming to disrupt his crucial work were none other than the half-elf, the priestess of the goddess, and the dwarf.

“You… Where is the dragon? Why have you appeared alone?”

The alchemist was genuinely puzzled. He couldn’t understand why these individuals, who couldn’t threaten his life even when together, had shown up split apart. The answer to his question was given by Gigantus, which had started to operate independently.

“Could it be… you’ve obtained the dwarf king’s royal seal?!”

The alchemist hadn’t considered for a moment that the ones who had nearly been killed would return to seize control of Gigantus. Ron’s reaction was quite amusing to him.

“Even if you do know, it’s too late. And to meet Khan, you’ll have to face us first.”

The half-elf, Neria, held her dagger in a reverse grip with a smile on her beautiful face.

“Shall we continue what we started earlier?”

***


“This is insane. Insane! Getting back on this cursed thing with that monstrous creature around…! Are you all mad─!”

“Complain all you want. I’ll gladly shut your mouth if it’s a problem.”

“Damned─”

Though the dwarf king cursed aloud, the fist hovering behind him kept him subdued like a meek lamb.

Honestly, he looked as if he had resigned himself to his fate. He’d barely escaped Gigantus after the onslaught from the elf fleet and the mysterious mages, only to find himself a hostage, being led back to Gigantus.

All of this had happened in a single night. Or to be more precise, in less than half a day. As they neared the control room of Gigantus, the dwarf king, who had been swearing nonstop, let out a sigh.

“Damn those elves….”

“Exactly. Who told you to rebel and try to become king?”

“What the hell do you know…! Damn gray-skinned bastard!”

The dwarf king suddenly stomped the steel floor with his foot and shouted, glaring at the giant slayer aimed at the back of his head.

“Do you think I committed treason because I wanted to? I did it to survive…!”

“What do you mean by that?”

Given the urgency of the situation, Khan would have ordinarily told him to shut his mouth immediately. But thinking there might be a clue, Khan slowly lowered the giant slayer and nodded.

A gesture to keep talking.

“The previous king… the last king of the Leonora dynasty, that bastard tried to sell out our race! I just made my move before he could.”

“Are you just trying to justify yourself?”

“Damn gray-skin. Think about it. How could I become the Dwarf King if I were the one who overthrew a dynasty that had existed throughout the dwarf’s history? Obviously, other dwarves agreed with my opinion! Fool!”

Barely waiting for Khan’s permission, the dwarf king, who seemed to be releasing all his pent-up frustrations, suddenly heaved a heavy sigh of relief.

“Dammit… Whatever! At least I lived for the real dwarves. You humans might call me the pirate king or whatever, but I’m far more righteous than that bastard who intended to abandon Gigantus to fulfill the dynasty’s ultimate goal! Though, in the end, the giant did get resurrected as he wished…”

‘The resurrection of the giant was the Leonora dynasty’s goal?’


Khan was about to question him further on this alarming statement when—

“We’re here. This is the control room. Well, technically, it’s the place where the control room used to be.”

Having reached their destination, the dwarf king walked over and inserted the ‘Hammer’, the royal seal of the dwarf kingdom, into a slot in the floor.

“It’s still functioning just fine. As expected, dwarven craftsmanship is the best in the world.”

“What about moving it?”

“Look at it. You just have to use this hammer handle.”

Just as the dwarf king said, once the hammer’s head was slotted into the slot, the handle acted like a control lever. Khan grabbed the hammer handle that had become the control lever and set the direction.

“Hehe. You’re really setting a course for Paradise? You crazy gray-skin…!”

Barely a few hours had passed since he had abandoned his kin to save his own life.

But now, returning to Gigantus, perhaps he had undergone some change of heart, or maybe he had simply accepted his impending death. The dwarf king seemed genuinely unconcerned.

“At least, before I die, I’ve done something worthy of being remembered in dwarven history. I thwarted the bastard trying to sell out our race and got back at the elves who betrayed me, as the last king. Hahaha─!”

“Well, that’s something.”

“Hrm, but if you want something to be recorded in history, a worthy name for the operation would be nice. Something concise that would stick in the minds of surviving dwarves as a lesson!”

“It’s the Hammer and Anvil Operation.”

“Huh? Hammer and Anvil?”

The dwarf king’s face grew pensive. Of all things, the operation’s name was tied to objects inseparable from dwarven culture.

“It’s simple. Paradise is the anvil, and Gigantus carrying the giant is the hammer.”

“Then, what’s the metal to be struck?”

“Isn’t it obvious? The Tree of Memory.”

Khan chuckled as he sharply turned the control lever.

“Usually, this name wouldn’t be used in this context, but… as long as it fits the meaning, it’ll do.”

There was no other reason. In this operation, the hammer was meant to smash both the anvil and the metal in one blow.

“And to correct one more thing, we won’t be dying here.”

“How do you plan to survive after crashing into the island?”

“There’s a way for that, too. But first….”

***

The woman with the midnight blue complexion, who was observing the giant’s body up close. Tilly Ashanumos turned her head as she felt a strange sensation.

‘What is this…?’

From birth, she possessed extraordinary senses, even by the standards of drakes, a type of lesser dragon. And now, her senses picked up a scent similar to the enigmatic one she had encountered when she first met Khan.

‘The stimulant?’

She immediately recognized that the scent matched the ‘crimson gem’ that was supposed to have been left with the sea dragon, Natrix, an item she had helped the alchemist recreate recently.

Turning toward the source of the scent, Tilly’s expression became even more peculiar.

“That guy… one of Khan’s subordinates?”

Despite looking carefree even by mercenary standards, he had become a top-tier veteran, having endured countless trials with Khan.

“Damn it! Bring on the giants or whatever, I’ll take them all on!”

Ron appeared, descending from the sky. Using the sea dragon’s massive head as a mount, he held the crimson gem in his hand.

“Ron, the Dragon Knight, has arrived──!”

And, stimulated by the gem’s power, the giant began to move.
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『Don’t move recklessly!』

“Don’t ask the impossible! To stay balanced at this speed, you’d have to be someone like Khan…!”

Ron didn’t even have the time to bask in the glory of riding atop a dragon. He had to devote all his energy to maintaining his balance to avoid falling off.

‘What kind of speed…!’

Even the dwarven pirate ship was excessively fast for a mere means of transportation. But the dragon’s full-speed flight was on another level.

After shedding a few tears from the pain of having his hair practically ripped out, Ron had to cling onto the scales with his entire body.

Despite that, Ron had to fulfill his role as a ‘guide’, which meant helping Natrix make tight, evasive maneuvers to avoid the giant’s attacks.

『It’s coming!』

“Aagh…!”

With a warning, Natrix accelerated mid-air again. Ron tightened his grip on Natrix’s scales, using them as a rudder to shift his body. Based on the weight distribution sensed from above, Natrix adjusted her direction.

Fwoosh─!!

This time, they managed to evade the giant’s attack promptly. However, the giant’s onslaught altered the surrounding landscape. As it struck the seafloor, the rebounding seawater created waves.

Waves so massive they could be mistaken for a waterspout.

“Go left!”

Pure massive force was the most straightforward weapon, and Ron followed the ceaseless ringing of his instincts, leaning his body to find the safest gap.

Rooooar──.

Flying precariously, as if surfing on the encroaching waves, Natrix kept a narrow but steady distance. In a situation where any mistake could be fatal, they were performing aerial maneuvers for the first time.

But a dragon is still a dragon. They are nearly perfect, which makes them dragons.

Surpassing experience, only relying on her innate senses, Natrix executed high-level aerial stunts and ascended again where the waves ended.

『It’s coming back!』


There was no time to relax. The tip of the hand, which had exposed the bottom of the sea and was lifted again, disappeared above the clouds.

Of course, if they distanced themselves now, how could the giant fixed in Gigantus attack?

Rumble!

Just then, Khan, who had arrived at the control room, began moving Gigantus.

“Now the real game begins…!”

The already massive giant’s hand grew even larger. This indicated that the navigating speed of Gigantus was extraordinarily fast for its size. Naturally, given that their goal was to distract the giant while escaping, the pressure heightened even more.

And Natrix had already expended significant energy countering the giant’s first attack. If she got caught in another one, she might actually die this time.

But, ‘I knew that from the beginning…!’

The thought of potentially dying had been with her from the moment she left the tower. No, even before that. From the moment they hunted Darkin Perayas together.

“We’ll see it through, no matter what…!”

***

“Uwaagh…!”

How long had they been fighting the ‘Adam-Kell’s Soldiers’ summoned by the alchemist?

Dwarf William, who had been pushing back the golem knights at the front lines, suddenly started vomiting blood. Startled by his abrupt action, Neria, who had been coordinating with him, hesitated, and the emotionless golems raised their mottled swords to finish William off.

“Get back─!”

The one who saved William was none other than Elena. While she swung her flail, always hidden under her nun’s habit, to push the golems back, the half-elf Neria used her trademark agility to pull William to safety.

Having secured William’s position, Elena too began to retreat but stopped, her face twisting at the stench of blood rising up.

“This is─”

Sensing something ominous, she immediately used holy magic to heal her body. But soon, as the nausea returned, Elena cried out in alarm.

“Poison…!”


“Your instincts are sharp. As expected of a priest from the Pantheon Church.”

The alchemist grinned venomously.

-The task of linking the giant’s resurrection spell to Gigantus’s core seemed to be progressing well enough for him to speak.

Yet, he had quietly released a secret toxin, keeping his composure hidden.

“It’s a fake inspired by my master’s colorless, odorless, tasteless poison. For a fake, it works quite well, doesn’t it? It lacks the lethality of the original, but even a small amount will cause all your internal organs to dissolve, enough to kill anyone.”

Elena’s face twisted in pain. Even if she healed herself with holy magic, the poison would seep back in before long. To continue fighting, she would have to constantly use the light of healing.

The bigger problem was not knowing when or how they had been poisoned.

On top of Gigantus, where she couldn’t feel the goddess’s gaze, wasting divine power was the worst idea. And yet, even though Khan had advised that delaying was enough, it would be best to deal with one of the enemy’s leaders.

“I’ll give it a try!”

A strong wind blew from behind Elena, who was seeking alternative methods to deal with the alchemist due to the mysterious poison. If it were an ordinary poison, most of it would have been washed away by now.

But their opponent was one of the greatest alchemists of this age, and the source of the poison was his master, the former tower master.

“If it were a poison that could be dispelled so easily, I wouldn’t be living like this, would I?”

Even the wind conjured by a spell could not dispel the mysterious poison, which continued to torment them.

William, who had been fighting at the front and was the most exposed to the poison, showed signs as his face turned an unhealthy shade of gray.

“Kur’gel.”

Tilly Ashanumos, who had said she would observe the giant, made her appearance. Though she didn’t explicitly reveal her identity, it was clear from her demeanor that she was allied with the alchemist.

“Mrs. Roswell. You’re later than expected.”

“A sea dragon appeared by the giant, so I was delayed. Sorry about that, Kur’gel.”

“No worries. But it seems this was a decoy, wasn’t it? With Gigantus suddenly moving and all… I have a rough idea now. Taking the giant to Paradise—an interesting plan.”

The alchemist quickly deduced the correct answer with the characteristic reasoning of a mage. He understood why they had returned after narrowly escaping death and what he needed to do to prevent it.


“Mrs. Roswell, could I ask you to handle them?”

“That’s not difficult. What about you, Kur’gel?”

“It’s quite obvious, isn’t it? Since the runaway dwarf king has walked right into my mouth, I’ll just have to digest him thoroughly.”

And of course, stop Gigantus while I’m at it.

***

“This royal seal. It should keep moving on its own even without the handle, right?”

“Since the control lever is set on that side, it will keep going in the same direction even if the handle breaks, but why do you ask?”

“That’s good enough.”

Immediately after confirming, Khan grabbed the handle of the hammer, which had become the control lever.

“You’re not seriously planning to break it, are you? You’re not a giant…”

Crack.

“… There’s no way you could break the treasure of the dwarf kingdom, right?”

How did this break?

The dwarf king looked at Khan in disbelief as he snapped the handle off at the base, but Khan nonchalantly tossed the handle to the dwarf king.

“Fix it later if you want. For now, follow me.”

“O-Okay…!”

Holding the broken handle, the dwarf king hurriedly followed Khan, asking,

“So, you’re just going to let Gigantus crash into Paradise? Is that why you broke the handle, so we can escape now?”

“Something like that.”

“What do you mean, ‘something like that’? Is it or isn’t it?”

Khan dismissed the king’s grumbling, making his way to the heart of Gigantus where the core was located.

The place where the rest of the party lured the alchemist to draw his attention.

“Haha…! To think you would come seeking me first. Were you that worried about your companions?”

Gigantus had become an environment where ambushes were impossible due to the high-rise buildings being completely melted by the mixed spirit. Naturally, approaching closely would inevitably lead to detection, and like before, the alchemist welcomed Khan.

The difference from their first encounter was the presence of a familiar face. Khan’s gray eyes and Tilly’s black eyes met. There was no exchange of words between them, but Khan seemed satisfied and averted his gaze.

“You’ve kept them alive.”

“Ah, mrs. Roswell insisted. She said she had plans for them alive. Like other monsters, I suppose she intends to enslave these humans too. Unfortunately.”

The group fighting the alchemist were, at some point, subdued by Tilly while unconscious, much like the Black Wing Duke in the Argon Kingdom. The alchemist, after mocking Khan’s group, deployed an increased number of Adam-Kell soldiers compared to earlier.

“So. What will you do now? If you carry out your plan to crash Gigantus into Paradise, do you think anything will change? Whether it’s you, your comrades lying at Mrs. Roswell’s feet, or that sea dragon risking its life against the giant, all of you will die the same.”

As he spoke, the alchemist quietly readied the secret poison of his master, a deadly venom that could bring down any monster in minutes.

“Considering we’re not far from Paradise to begin with, it’s only a matter of time before Gigantus collides with it. But I’m willing to give you one last chance.”

“A chance?”

“Yes. A chance to save your and your companions’ lives.”

A sneer spread wider across the alchemist’s face.

“Hand over the Dwarf Dynasty’s seal and stop Gigantus. I couldn’t care less if Paradise is destroyed, but I do not want Gigantus, which the giant must absorb, to be damaged. If you accept my offer…”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“Ha…! Are you serious? I’ll ask again. Even if you don’t mind for yourself, what about your companions─”

“Ha! You vile mage! The seal is useless since this bastard already broke it. Let’s all go to hell together─!”

The Dwarf King, his face battered, spat at the alchemist while throwing what used to be the seal’s handle. Naturally, the alchemist’s barrier prevented the unfortunate spit from reaching him, but there was a crack in his smile.

“How foolish…!”

Crash Gigantus into Paradise to die together? Using Gigantus as a bargaining chip would be the rational move. But these fools broke the negotiation leverage themselves, cutting off any possibility of dialogue.

“In that case, I have no choice but to kill you…!”

All mages are embodiments of reason and naturally abhor irrational actions vehemently. The alchemist, Kur’gel, was no different. Rarely displaying anger, he attempted to trigger the poison he had stealthily spread earlier.

“I’m sorry, Kur’gel. It seems this is the end for you.”

“What?”

Crack.

‘What’s this?’

His body wouldn’t budge. It was a situation he had never experienced since replacing more than half of his body with machinery. His body wouldn’t obey him?

Cut, slash…

What shocked him most was that the black tail piercing through his abdomen belonged to none other than Mrs. Roswell.

“You asked earlier, didn’t you? If I had a lover.”

“Ro… swell…!”

“That’s right. I do have a lover. And that person is….”

The man standing right before your eyes.

“Damn it─”

Crunch!
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“Ugh…!”

Despite having a gaping hole the size of a human head in his abdomen, the alchemist did not die. Even more bizarre was the fact that not a drop of blood flowed; just as he had claimed, it seemed that most of his body had been replaced with machinery. So much so that the proportion of machinery surpassed that of flesh and bone.

“Do you think… you can quietly… die now…?”

The alchemist enlarged his red glowing eyes and detached one of his arms. Once again, there was no blood. Instead, a mysterious smoke billowed from the shoulder joint where the arm had been severed.

There was no time to ponder what the smoke could be. The alchemist, who had enjoyed the benefits of his master’s poison so far, was undoubtedly using poison to make his final desperate move.

‘Considering this level of damage, there’s still a possibility…!’

That assumption was accurate. The poisonous fumes emanating from his body were highly lethal to an ordinary human, but not particularly threatening to an alchemist who had replaced most of his bodily functions with machinery.

In the end, his ultimate and secret trump card, unknown to anyone, was the poison hidden within his body. However, the alchemist failed to realize one thing. The reason why Drakes were treated as outliers even among lesser dragons.

Crunch!

Even in the presence of a deadly toxin that could poison a wyvern, Tilly did not flinch. Instead, she tightened her grip on the alchemist even more. The strength was so overwhelming that the alchemist couldn’t even scream, and his expression contorted in silence. But Tilly, who once moved as a comrade, ignored his silent screams.

“Just quietly die.”

The sound of nerves being severed, the ones connecting the mechanical body, echoed chillingly. As she squeezed with her tail tightly wrapping around his torso like a rope, the body, which combined the craftsmanship of the dwarf artisans and ancient knowledge, was crushed almost instantaneously.

Not long after, with a series of thuds, what once was the alchemist scattered to the ground in pieces. Still unable to accept his death, the faintly glowing red eyes looked towards Tilly. As he attempted to speak, his lips barely parted when—

“I don’t have time to listen to your nonsense.”

Crack!

A large foot stomped on and crushed the alchemist’s head.

That was the end of Kur’gel, the alchemist whose machinations once wiped out entire legions of the empire in an instant.

***

“What in the world… is happening…?”

Watching the sudden demise of the alchemist, dwarf William muttered in bewilderment. Of course, his reaction was understandable. After all, when had this monstrous mage been helping to capture them? And now, a sudden a betrayal?


“What is this? Did you two have something going on from the start?! Is that it?!”

The paralysis poison that had incapacitated him had long since ceased its effect. William, who had quickly risen to his feet, asked in bewilderment, and Tilly responded.

“I originally had no intention of doing this. It’s unfortunate that the position I built within the Followers of Truth has now become a waste.”

Of course, the underlying message was directed at Khan. Since Tilly had been cooperating with the Followers of Truth and assisting their operations from the beginning, it was Khan who had initially proposed she monitor the apostle of Truth.

However, the moment she betrayed the alchemist, all the efforts she’d put into that proposition crumbled like a sandcastle. Moreover, her cooperation with the Followers of Truth had been necessary for her personal objectives as well.

“You didn’t just take down the alchemist without reason.”

Despite being in a situation that could provoke such resentment, it was a tremendous favor from Tilly’s standpoint. Still, Khan spoke nonchalantly.

“I don’t think you’re someone I can forcefully exploit. I figured you had a reason compelling enough to sever ties with the Followers of Truth. You managed to put a hole in the alchemist’s torso… isn’t that right?”

It was a startling statement. Since Khan had barged into the place where the alchemist and Tilly were, they had only exchanged a brief glance, without any verbal communication.

Yet, Khan suggested that the agreement had been sealed with just that fleeting exchange of glances.

“Who knows? Maybe I was just blinded by love and wanted to help you.”

“Enough with the nonsense. We don’t have time to waste on that.”

Khan cut off Tilly, who had started to smile more freely.

“You will surely get your due.”

“What makes you think you know what I’ll demand?”

“The way to transcendence.”

“……!”

Tilly’s smile stiffened for a moment.

“You’ll get your reward once this is over.”

Leaving Tilly, who rarely displayed expressions other than a smile, behind, Khan, who had discovered the massive island and the enormous, irrationally large trees breaking through the clouds—thanks to the melted buildings providing a clear view—added softly.


“After we uproot or burn down that damn tree.”

***

『Oh dear… to lose the connection here.』

The Tree of Memories, retracing the memory of the mixed spirit that had perished to the dragon’s breath, furrowed its brows. Its ability to observe was entirely dependent on spirits and elves.

However, with the destruction of the mixed spirit, it could no longer observe what was happening in Gigantus.

『The owner of the Sea Dragon Archipelago. To think you would rampage beyond my domain. Your reaction is quite different from my expectations.』

However, it had long since gathered the necessary information.

The survivor of the Sea Dragon race had abandoned its advantage and left its nest, and the resurrection of the giant was already on track and merely a matter of time.

Once it became apparent that Gigantus could only be incompletely restored as a core, the giant would chase the scent of the stimulant, devour the owner of the Sea Dragon Archipelago, and collect the remnants left on the archipelago.

‘All that remains is to use the awakening giant to tear open the space’, the Tree of Memories thought.

Due to the influence of the “Host”, its ability to exert influence beyond Paradise was mostly restricted. Therefore, it planned to attract the awakening giant to come to it. Even a little dash of chaos within its being would be something the newly awakened giant could not ignore.

The plan was to target that moment to switch hosts. Then it would use the immense power accumulated within the giant to tear open the spatial rift that the ancient mage had ripped apart and patched back together. This would be to embrace chaos and ascend to true divinity.

“Tree of Memories, I will prepare the offering in advance.”

The speaker was one of the few remaining elder elves. Among them, there was one elder who, from the beginning, knew exactly how she would move and thus aided her.

He was the head of a family and one of the Five Branches of Paradise. With unwavering eyes, he glanced at the Tree of Memories.

『Your loyalty will be rewarded. The moment I ascend to divinity, I will appoint you as an apostle.』

The Fifth Branch nodded silently before departing, leaving the Tree of Memories alone in the silent darkness, a leisurely smile forming on its face.

‘The time is truly near.’

It had been an incredibly long time. The Tree of Memories had endured countless years with the singular determination to become a complete entity.

Originally, it would have waited several hundred more years to make its attempt, but with the void’s recent tumult, it felt that fortune was favoring it and thus immediately moved into action. And like a miracle, it was on the verge of success.


Some might say it was a bit premature to be this certain, but who could stop the resurrection of an ancient giant already awakening? It would be impossible unless the monsters trapped in the Great Demonic Realm intervened directly.

‘But I can do it.’

At least within the realm of Paradise. Making a rampaging giant the host was not a particularly difficult task for the Tree of Memories.

『You would be pleased too, I imagine? It’s a chance to end the countless years of your host life.』

In the space where only the mental entity of the Tree of Memories existed, it laughed as if mocking someone. Just as it spoke those words—

In an instant, the Tree of Memories’ laughter ceased, and it focused its gaze somewhere.

『Why is the giant here…?!』

The question, accompanied by a groan escaping through tightly clenched lips, echoed in the empty darkness. Though it was part of the plan for the giant to find Paradise, this was much too soon.

Additionally, it seemed the giant hadn’t even recovered a tenth of its original body; below the elbows, it remained incomplete. In this condition, it wouldn’t have the energy to tear apart the spatial rifts.

『No…!』

The Tree of Memories, in a desperate cry, pulled its mental entity out of the darkness. Although not quite a small continent, the island was as large as a major city of the empire.

As the mental entity of the Tree of Memories emerged into the sky of Paradise, it watched the chaos below with a distorted face resembling a wrathful beast.

“It’s… it’s the giant…!”

“The giant is heading for the island!”

“Where is the Elder?! Where is the Elder?!”

Seeing the elves, who should have been preparing a ritual as part of the Tree’s ascension to godhood, running around in confusion, only compounded her irritation.

More than anything, the presence of ‘someone’ who dared to disrupt her plans infuriated her.

『Alchemist…! After I gave my children to you, you betray me?!』

That ‘someone’ was none other than the alchemist. It was a logical conclusion. The alchemist had sacrificed the mixed spirit, which served as her eyes, and was the mastermind who had taken control of Gigantus.

And now, the floating fortress carrying a giant was rushing toward Paradise? The culprit was obvious.

『Indeed, humans are vile and untrustworthy creatures…! This once again proves that only the elves are truly worthy of being the dominant race on this vast continent!』

The Tree of Memories poured out its intense anger through its will, calming the panicked elves. It then commanded them to resume the ritual preparations.

『That vile human mage cannot afford to abandon the giant! So, do not fear and prepare the offering!』

As the elves quickly settled down, reassured by the resolute will. The Tree of Memories considered this an act of defiance.

Maybe the alchemist— that petty, vile human mage— was trying to claim ownership of the giant he had resurrected with his own hands. Given their short lifespans, humans are petty enough to make such a move.

Thus, she was certain the alchemist would not dare to crash Gigantus into Paradise. That certainty wavered when she saw a fleeing sea dragon and a human with a foolish expression riding on its head.

『What is that…?』

The human, barely holding onto the scales with his entire body, stumbled and raised one hand. In that hand was a red gemstone created by the alchemist.

『No way—』

Before the Tree of Memories could do anything, a bad premonition struck.

“Take this!”

The human, having reached a section of the gigantic tree soaring past the clouds at the border of Paradise, threw the red gemstone. Then, demonstrating near-acrobatic flying skills, he swiftly retreated—

And in the next moment, Gigantus, carrying the giant, collided with Paradise.

CRAAACK—!!!
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It was a paradise befitting its name, an idyllic environment tailored for elves. Rare plants unseen in the outside world thrived, and ancient magical materials over a thousand years old were abundant.

But such beauty would last only until today. For at least the next few centuries, Paradise would no longer live up to its name.

“Tree of Memories…!”

“The ritual…! We must complete the ritual!”

“This is… a disaster. The disaster foretold by the First Branch is upon us—!”

『No—!』

The screams of countless elves, the omnipresent will of the transcendent entity, were all drowned out by the colossal crash of the sea fortress colliding with the island.

CRAAACK—!!

Gigantus was a metallic mass the size of a city. Crafted with the utmost dedication by the finest Dwarven artisans, it was the pinnacle of Dwarf magic engineering, made from only the highest quality materials.

In a scenario akin to two islands crashing at tremendous speed, Gigantus maintained its form, bulldozing through the coastal perimeter of Paradise with its immense durability.

RUMBLE…

Having landed in Paradise, Gigantus didn’t lose its momentum and continued its advance. Towering trees taller than most buildings were snapped in half, and invaluable magical materials, which had soaked in mana for centuries, were trampled and crushed.

As if the devastation of part of Paradise wasn’t enough, a barrier appeared before the advancing Gigantus.

CRACKLE!

The barrier was made of tree roots. Roots of the long-standing great trees that had quietly spread below the surface of Paradise for centuries rose to form a wall, as if to block Gigantus.

The reason the Tree of Memories prided itself as a God in this land became evident to all. Everything that grew on this land was nurtured by her, all were her children. The Tree of Memories could manipulate these children as freely as her own limbs.

And so, the relentless assault of Gigantus clashed with the root-formed bulwark.

CRASH—!!

Gigantus demonstrated the terrifying force of sheer mass. The roots of the great tree, which had stood resolute for a thousand years, struggled to endure, on the verge of snapping.

『This is my domain—!』


The Tree of Memories roared. More roots surged forward, reinforcing the struggling barrier.

RUMBLE…

And thus, Gigantus’ advance was halted.

The ship, the size of a city, had charged at full speed and was brought to a stop. This astounding display of divine power seemed nothing short of a miracle, and the elves sighed in relief as Gigantus stopped just short of Paradise’s core.

However, the Tree of Memories, having exerted immense power to halt Gigantus, let out a continuous roar.

『How dare you, you half-wit without a proper self—!』

Whether it was the resonating anger or the stimulant crafted by the alchemist, the giant’s hand, as massive as the Tree of Memories, began to move.

It was as if in Khan’s strategy – the Hammer and Anvil operation – Gigantus was merely a means to transport the hammer. The entity that changed the landscape with its steps and gestures clenched its fist.

“Ah…! Ugh!”

Astonishingly, immense power was exerted beneath the giant’s fist, causing elves to exhibit symptoms of breathlessness and trembling shoulders as they fell to their knees.

『This…!』

Faced with the giant’s power, which seemed capable of manipulating local gravity, the Tree of Memories displayed a hint of bewilderment. No matter how mighty the giant, there must be limits. Was it really possible for it to wield such power with barely a tenth of its original strength?

‘Something’s not right…!’

The Tree of Memories recalled the abilities of the giant from the “host’s” memory. The giant’s power was indeed formidable, capable of shattering mountain ranges and turning vast plains into depressions.

However, it had never interfered with the forces acting upon the world itself to this extent. Yet, it was too late for doubts. The giant’s fist, having gathered tremendous power, pierced through the clouds and plummeted towards Paradise.

BOOM!

RUMBLE—

***

“Kyaa…!”

Elena let out a small gasp. The impact of the giant’s fist crashing into Paradise sent a shockwave that threatened to shatter the pristine white shield she had erected.


“Elena!”

Neria reached out as if to check on her, but Elena quickly wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her nun’s habit, as if it was nothing. The black sleeve was stained red.

“I’m fine. More importantly… How is it? Did Ron successfully transfer the item?”

Despite likely experiencing significant pain, Elena brushed it off and posed a question to Tilly, who was now a black Drake carrying the party.

“Yes. I can smell that sweet scent properly. The scent of chaos…”

Tilly responded in the same voice she used in her human form while still in her Drake form.

“Stay focused, Tilly. The real part starts now.”

“Haa… Don’t worry too much. To be honest, I’ve encountered even stronger scents than this.”

Khan frowned, sensing a peculiar inebriation and discord in her voice. Yet, before he could delve deeper into the source of this discord, the dust cloud created by the giant’s action began to clear.

“… Incredible.”

Everyone silently agreed with Khan’s understated observation as they took in the sight before them. A hole had been punched into the giant island that was Paradise.

Not metaphorically, but literally, the center of the island had been blown apart.

“Are you saying monsters like that were rampant in the past…?”

William gulped, swallowing hard as he let out a troubled sigh.

“The worst part is, the monster that just blocked that monstrous attack is our enemy.”

The Dwarf King, a mortal enemy of William, interjected. Yet, William quietly nodded in agreement. That battle had been so shocking and awe-inspiring.

‘A giant almost as big as the giant itself. How can that possibly be called a tree?’

The sight of the Tree of Memories revealing its true form was equally shocking to everyone. A colossal tree reaching above the clouds, with branches and roots rapidly extending to ensnare the giant’s hand.

It had forcibly twisted the giant’s fist to avoid a direct hit. Such power seemed almost godlike. Unlike divine gods or demons, however, these beings were extraordinarily uninhibited.

The group’s thoughts began to spiral into dreadful scenarios – imagining such monsters rampaging across the continent.


“Enough with the chatter,” Khan said, rising from his position with his toes anchored between the scales on Tilly’s body.

“We’re diving into the middle of that now.”

At his signal, the expressions on the faces of the party riding on Tilly changed.

“Our target is the top of the tree.”

***

The giant’s hand, connected to Gigantus at the elbow, was busy swinging fists and clawing at the Tree of Memories. The giant’s nature, influenced by the transcendent essence, compelled it to seek out new energy sources.

However, the Tree of Memories did not falter, maintaining its dominant position ever since it revealed its true power. The giant’s gravitational abilities were powerful indeed, yet the Tree of Memories, with its stature rivaling or even surpassing the giant’s arm, matched its strength.

Moreover, it was as if Khan had forcibly dragged the giant into the territory of the Tree of Memories.

Roots sprouted from everywhere, covering the entirety of Gigantus and beginning to bind the giant’s arm. These roots had grown over centuries, even millennia, nourished by the Tree of Memories. While they could momentarily hinder the giant’s movements, Paradise was abundant with such plants.

『Given that it has come to this, I will devour you, make you my host, and then consume the Sea Dragon Archipelago as well!』

As the Tree of Memories seemed to gain the upper hand, it roared and extended a part of its main body towards the giant.

SWISH—

The giant’s skin was tough enough to deter a swordsman’s blade, yet the Tree of Memories smoothly pierced through and embedded its roots.

『──────!』

The giant, devoid of a mouth, let out a silent scream. Clearly, it was in a dire situation, and at this rate, the Tree of Memories appeared poised to subdue the giant.

However, the Tree of Memories must never forget the presence of another transcendent being present in this place.

“Just do something, anything!”

Right after the voice of the dumbfounded human was heard, the dragon’s breath struck the immobilized giant directly.

At first glance, it seemed as though Natrix was unleashing an all-out attack on the helpless giant, using it as a punching bag. But the reality was quite the opposite.

SCREEEAAAAACH—!!

The Tree of Memories let out an excruciating scream. The dragon’s breath that had been flowing over the giant’s skin transferred directly to the roots embedded in the giant’s body.

『You…! Insolent hatchling—!』

『A parasite dares to speak of class.』

Natrix retorted lightly against the insult directed at it and gathered its breath once again.

『I will consume you as my nourishment!』

The Tree of Memories, severing the roots tainted by the breath, swung the branches growing from its body like whips. At least a dozen branches carved strange trajectories through the air. The pattern resembled a massive net, from which escape seemed impossible when considering Natrix’s true size.

‘There’s just one path. The way to survive is open…!’

At this moment, Ron, who was tightly clutching Natrix’s scales, rose up and shouted.

“Ignore it! Go straight through ahhh…!”

Before he could finish his sentence, as if reading his intentions, Natrix rapidly accelerated and charged toward the net woven by the Tree of Memories.

RIIP—!!

The net spread across the entire sky was torn apart. It wasn’t Natrix who did it. Freed from the branches and roots that had pierced and bound its skin, the giant, shaking its fingertips like swatting a fly, ripped apart the net.

Without any loss in speed, Natrix broke through the net at maximum velocity, exhibiting the dragon’s power. Through a vertical ascent that defied the laws of physics, she soared into the sky. The dragon’s eyes gleamed with a fierce light as a shadow loomed over her.

『Don’t. Get. Arrogant—!』

Before the rage-filled will could even knock around inside their minds, intertwined branches grew, shading the sky. It was as if the Tree of Memories had grown its own body to create a new ceiling beneath the clouds.

Immediately after.

Natrix hesitated momentarily, processing the information through her dragon’s eyes.

If she were in perfect condition, it might have been a different story. But she had already overused her breath several times. In her current state, she couldn’t single-handedly burn through or break the faux ceiling made of intertwined branches with her breath or physical force.

‘Should I give up and stop for a moment?’

A tempting thought swirled in her mind. She knew all too well.

‘The dragon’s eyes do not lie.’

And the answer given by her dragon’s eyes was despairing. If she collided with that ceiling as is, she would helplessly fall back down. But Natrix gritted her teeth instead, taking control of the mana in the area as if to confront it head-on.

Moreover, as ridiculous and pride-wounding as it was…

“Help is on the way…!”

With the exclamation from the human with that foolish-looking yet sharp instinct, a path began to clear. And as Natrix invoked her power simultaneously,

『Dragon Fang Cannon (A)』

KA-BOOOOM—!!

A war hammer, flown from below, became the dragon’s fangs as it tore through the faux ceiling, revealing the scenery beyond the clouds. It uncovered the sight of the Tree of Memories, which had stretched its branches through the ceiling of the sky, as if extending to the edges of the world.

“What is that, an elf…?”

An elf whose entire body was swallowed by the tree trunk, with only her face exposed.

She was the host of the Tree of Memories, the First Branch of Paradise who had never revealed herself until now, the one the Tree of Memories had parasitized.
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『The identity of the entity known as the Tree of Memories is held by that host.』

Natrix’s voice echoed like a divine revelation.

『Therefore, we must eliminate that host.』

Easier said than done.

Ron smiled bitterly. The First Branch engulfed by the tree looked like a mere dot in the distance. Moreover, the branches growing from that position were several times more numerous than those that had attacked them thus far.

If those branches, reaching up to the sky, struck from all directions, it seemed unlikely that Ron could find a way through, no matter how skilled he was.

WHOOSH!

At that moment, the large, black-scaled figure of Drake Tilly emerged through the gap and reached the sky above.

『You…』

Natrix squinted as if seeing something alien while looking at the Drake, who was nearly half its size. But the urgency of the situation prevented any verbal commentary, and she quietly invoked her dragon’s power.

『Among the branches of that parasite, there’s one that extends the farthest. That will be the quickest path. Go now, for a brief moment, this dragon’s power will protect your breath.』

As the dragon’s power took effect, the dwarves, who were the first to show signs of dizziness, quickly regained their energy.

“Divine blessings are upon us.”

Elena once again cast a blessing, invigorating them further.

And as she added, the presence of the heavens, though faint, could be felt here.

Khan, who bore the marks of the Divine Seal, also felt the presence of the Goddess of Justice, and Elena, a potential apostle, seemed to experience numerous divine gazes all at once.

‘Instead of just watching, why don’t you bestow more blessings.’

Although his personal goal was the trace of the mage, failing to stop the Tree of Memories here would spell an unparalleled disaster for the continent.

Whether that disaster would be the horrifying parasitic tree or the giant’s hand thrashing below like a fish taken to water, only the outcome would reveal.

“Either way, the continent will be in chaos.”


“Khan…?”

Elena reacted wide-eyed at Khan’s seemingly out-of-place statement, talking to someone. But Khan merely scoffed and declared to the sky.

“We’re breaking our backs doing what you can’t. If you don’t want us all to die, grant us a blazing blessing.”

Whether those words reached the heavens or not—

‘When did I ever expect anything from the gods?’, Khan chuckled, drawing Draupnir.

『To think that abomination could possess a sense of self. It seems living a long time has its surprises.』

At the neutral voice he hadn’t heard in ages, Khan fell silent, as if urging it to elaborate.

『It’s nothing special. That once gigantic tree became a pillar supporting the world’s ceiling with the advent of the elves. Essentially, it was born thanks to the elves. Look at it now. It consumes its own mother to sustain itself.』

A truly ridiculous sight. The familiar, icy voice of Spirit of Resentment whispered in Khan’s mind as usual.

‘That’s not immediately useful information.’

Khan tucked the ambiguous information somewhere in the back of his mind. Regardless of what Spirit of Resentment was, the immediate priority was to take it down.

“Tilly.”

At Khan’s call, Tilly silently increased her speed. Their target was the thickest and longest branch extending from the trunk of the Tree of Memories.

『You think I’ll just let you—?!』

At the moment Tilly’s flight reached its peak speed, a beautiful yet twisted mental entity, half-human and half-tree, appeared in the air. With a face contorted like a demon, it lifted its hand and then brought it down.

“Above!”

Someone’s warning rang out true. The mental entity’s actions translated directly into reality; branches pierced through the sky like rain, targeting both Natrix and Tilly. Branches connected to the trunk shot at them from the front, barring Tilly’s path.

『Run!』

Natrix exerted some form of power with a powerful flap of her wings. While the party couldn’t discern the specifics, Khan noticed that Natrix’s consciousness was invading the domain of the Tree of Memories. It was as though she was tinting the surrounding space with her own essence.

『This is… the power of an ancient dragon…?!』


『Go! All the way!』

This was not the kind of power that a drained Natrix should have been able to muster. Clearly, external forces were at play. The impact was so immense that blue flames began to spread across the entire battlefield above the clouds.

The breath prohibited the branches from advancing. The moment the branches touched these flames, they were incinerated to nothingness, as if the very concept of “burning” was being maximized.

『──────!』

Simultaneously, the giant’s arm, which had been locked in combat with the Tree of Memories down below, struck the massive trunk with tremendous force.

The mental entity coughed up blood. This was proof that it had taken effective damage and evidence that it now lacked the energy to contend with both the giant and Natrix, who had borrowed the ancient dragon’s power.

“Everyone dismount!”

Suddenly, the party found themselves on the largest and oldest branch, rushing forward. Normally, a branch wouldn’t have space to support even a single footing, or it would be narrow enough that balancing on one foot would be difficult, making a full sprint impossible.

However, the branch that the Tree of Memories first extended towards the world was so wide it outstripped the Empire’s widest roads. Additionally, it’s only natural that branches bear leaves and fruits.

“Spirits…!”

The first to notice the anomaly was the half-elf, Neria. New spirits began to emerge from various points on the branch the group had landed on. Unlike most spirits that took on the forms of animals or fairies, these spirits resembled melted slime.

“They’re the same spirits we saw in Gigantus!”

Their numbers initially reached into the hundreds, then quickly multiplied to an uncountable legion. The same terrifying entities that had melted Gigantus’s buildings were now thousands strong.

Being spirits, the others in the party found them nearly impossible to deal with.

“Essence!”

Without even turning around, Khan yelled out to Neria. She understood his intent immediately, hesitated for a moment, and then raised her dagger forward.

“Freeze them all…!”

The secondary circuit she had inscribed on her dagger began to draw mana from her essence. Before the battle with the elves had begun, when Neria had joined the group, Khan had given her the “Essence of the Five-Colored Bird”.

As someone who, unlike Khan, could see spirits, she was the natural choice. That choice had now come full circle to shine brightly. The ultimate secret of modern spells, known only to the Five Tower Lords, unfolded in the sky.

『Kaleios’s Spear』


It pierced through the mixed spirits, freezing them all in place. But it didn’t stop there. Over the permafrost-covered ground, ice spears, infused with the power to freeze, rose up.

Neria wielded her dagger like a conductor’s baton, scattering the ice spears in all directions. Their targets were the fruits still in the process of conceiving new spirits, and from these frozen fruits, new ice spears emerged.

“Let’s go!”

“Alright, I’ll hold this half. Go…!”

Despite being drenched in cold sweat from the strain of controlling the spell, Neria’s ice spears continued to tear through the air, skewering the spirits. Nodding in approval at the ever-increasing number of ice spears, Khan sprinted ahead.

“If I die here, I’ll come back as an undead, cursed to chase after elves for eternity.”

With a determined glint in his eyes, dwarf William, staying by Neria’s side, gripped his hammer tightly.

***

Of course, just because the spirits were neutralized, it didn’t mean that the Tree of Memories would passively stand by.

SLASH—!

Who could have imagined the sight of leaves, nearly the size of a person, being scattered?

“Damn it! It’s not like we’re in the land of giants…! Everything here is dozens of times bigger!”

The Dwarf King, effortlessly batting away the massive leaves with his flail, grumbled. Unlike the previous situation where he had been beaten down by William, now he was holding his own.

It appeared that he indeed had the capability to usurp the Dwarf King’s throne by revolt. He was more than earning his keep, having received all manner of blessings and healing from Elena, and even the flail imbued with holy power.

He effectively took over the role of protecting Elena, the priestess, in place of William and Elena.

“Halfway there…!”

Despite having run non-stop and exhaustedly overusing her holy spells, Elena shouted in a hoarse voice. Although it sounded hopeful, the distance to the host trapped in the trunk still felt like a thousand miles away.

‘At this rate…!’

Elena bit her lip anxiously. Even though her physical strength was steadily restored by her holy spells, it was clear that she would soon reach her limit.

Natrix, who was shouldering the brunt of the attacks, and Neria, who borrowed the power of the essence to wield the Tower Master’s spells, would also inevitably reach their limits.

‘This can’t go on!’

It was time to make a decision.

“Khan! Go ahead!”

As others had done before, someone needed to make a sacrifice. This time, it was her turn. She gathered the remaining divine power to its very last drop and directed it all at Khan.

To an ordinary person, it might only provide a slight health boost, but Khan, who bore the goddess’s mark, was different.

As the Mark of Courage absorbed the divine power, Khan heard a hallucination. It was the sound of a tilting scale shifting even further. His agility and stamina, already enhanced by previous buffs, surged even more.

Without fully realizing the increased effect, Khan launched himself forward with all his might.

BOOM—!

Such a powerful leap at this altitude was extremely dangerous. But with the reaction speed necessary to control that velocity, he could make it work!

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM—!!

Khan’s relentless leaps made it seem he was traversing space itself. In the blink of an eye, he covered hundreds of steps, closing the distance so that he could see the face of the host engulfed in the tree.

And then, a new obstacle appeared before him.

“Don’t interfere with him—!”

The Fifth Branch of Paradise, a hulking, muscular figure unlike a typical elf, who had been preparing the ritual on the ground, manifested in spirit form to block his path.

But Khan made no attempt to engage, instead continuing his powerful stride forward. Emerging from below the branch to intercept the Fifth Branch was a Drake covered in black scales.

“This is a crucial moment, so would you kindly not interfere?”

Tilly’s voice, laced with a hint of a smile, grew distant.

BOOM—!

Facing off against an ancient resurrected giant, suppressing Natrix who had borrowed the breath of an ancient dragon, blocking the path with mixed spirits, scattering human-sized leaves, deploying the Elders of Paradise— the Tree of Memories had mobilized everything it could, and all these attempts were thwarted by the group’s tenacity.

Thus, Khan’s figure reached the end of the branch. He touched the trunk that had ensnared the First Branch of Paradise.

SWISH—!

Without a moment’s hesitation, Khan swung Draupnir, severing the trunk that had imprisoned the host. The freed body of the host fell into Khan’s arms. Shortly, her eyes trembled violently.

Having endured countless eons, the First Branch, finally free from being a host, spoke with great effort.

“Es…cape…!”

There was no time to respond. The groove revealed as the First Branch was extracted suddenly opened its maw wide and swallowed Khan whole.

***

The moment it lost its host, the defeat of the Tree of Memories was sealed. To maintain its colossal ego, the Tree of Memories required at least a transcendent-level entity as its host.

Yet, swallowing Khan was a desperate flailing, a grasp at survival. It could not afford to die and thus grabbed at whatever it could.

And then, the Tree of Memories realized that this desperate move was its best choice.

『Haha…! Two divine marks, and to top it off, both divine power and demonic abilities?! The treasure walked right into my maw—!』

With this, it lacked nothing to make Khan its new host. Moreover, dealing with a mortal’s spirit would be a task no more difficult than snapping a goblin’s arm.

『I will devour it all, and use it as nourishment…! The dragon, the giant, everything…!』

The Tree of Memories, resolved for revenge, plunged its mental entity into Khan’s mindscape. Typically, a mortal’s mind cannot withstand the Tree of Memories. Just permitting its entry would cause the mortal’s ego to crumble under the weight of the transcendent’s essence.

It thought it would be a simple matter to take over the empty shell.

“How dare a lowly thing invade my new nest.”

Until a chilling voice caressed its ears.

『You—why are you here…?!』

Recognizing the presence curled within the mortal’s mental world, the Tree of Memories couldn’t hide its shock.

『You were surely stripped of your body and soul for betraying the dragons…!』

“Betrayal? The betrayal wasn’t mine but those wretched beasts’.”

The owner of the chilling voice rose with a heavy presence.
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Also, I translated it as Vengeful Spirit before. But it feels wrong. I will fix the previous chapters for that.
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『Why is a monster like that inside a mortal’s mental world…!』

The Tree of Memories fled with all its might. Though there was little place to run within the small space of a mortal’s mind, the size of this mortal’s consciousness had long surpassed anything remotely ordinary.

『Huff! Huff…!』

The mental entity ran so desperately it nearly felt breathless, despite having no physical body. Should the mental entity face death here, it would mean complete annihilation without the reprieve it currently had.

Desperately evading the owner of the chilling voice, the Tree of Memories dove deeper into the mental world. It delved so deep that the voice eventually faded away.

Just how far down had it gone? Even the Tree of Memories, skilled in navigating mental landscapes, found it difficult to fathom.

『How can a mortal’s mental world be so vast? This… this is impossible…!』

Such an expansive mental world was rare even among transcendents. Particularly those who originated as mortals. But what exactly was this mortal?

Judging by the size of the consciousness, it was akin to a God’s, or perhaps even greater. With a mind of this magnitude, it would be nearly impossible for another transcendent to suppress this mortal through sheer dominance alone, as their mental world was similar in size.

『And the fact that there are separate layers within this mental world… it’s not as if separate personalities exist…』

Regaining its composure from the shocking encounter, the Tree of Memories found itself astonished by the mental world of the new mortal host it had chosen.

Thunk.

The Tree of Memories reached out with its hand, having bumped into something invisible. It was not uncommon for entities adept in handling mental worlds to set up internal barriers. Demons often did this.

『Does this mean something important is hidden within?』

Something central to the structure of this mental world, perhaps to protect the mind’s owner from external attacks.

‘It’s worth checking out.’

Such a situation would be ideal for the Tree of Memories. If the mortal’s mental core was hidden beyond this barrier, taking control of it would suffice in making the host its own. Furthermore, the entity residing on the upper level seemed incapable of reaching this far…

The Tree of Memories carefully asserted its “will”.

It was usually risky to assert one’s will within another’s mental world, but the Tree of Memories had spent millennia manipulating the minds of others.

With expert precision, it created a small opening in the transparent barrier and inserted part of its mental entity through the gap.


And then, the Tree of Memories slowly closed its eyes. It sought to inspect the interior through the perspective of the mental entity it had sent beyond the barrier.

『What the…!』

Suddenly, the Tree of Memories took a sharp breath and hastily turned to flee. The entity inside the barrier seemed poised to leap through the gap it had made, and without looking back, the Tree of Memories distanced itself from the barrier, finally sighing in relief.

It then cursed Khan, the owner of this absurd mental world.

『What on earth is wrong with this damned mental world…!』

The entity coiled beyond the barrier was none other than a demon. A high-ranking demon with a presence on par with the divine upper gods!

While it was said that demons excel at playing tricks within mental worlds, it hadn’t expected an actual demon to inhabit it. Not just any part, but one imbued with the power intrinsic to a transcendent.

『A mad dragon betrayed by dragons nests on the surface of the mental world, and beneath that lies a mortal imbued with the power of a high-ranking demon?』

The Tree of Memories found this both ridiculous and defied common sense.

『Fine. I don’t know what else might come out, but… let’s see this through to the end.』

Yet, it couldn’t stop its search and flee the mental world. Gritting its teeth, the Tree of Memories began to explore the mental world more actively.

In the process, it encountered the power left by divine gods, faced the brink of annihilation, and survived by sacrificing half of its mental entity to escape deeper within.

Now, even the Tree of Memories was curious about what lay at the end of this mental world. And then, the moment for that answer arrived.

Slither.

Without the Tree of Memories realizing it, the mental world had once again transformed. What it thought had been the ultimate depths—home to the dragon’s betrayer on the surface and the coexistence of godlike and demonic powers deeper within—proved to be just another layer.

『Yet another layer….』

This new landscape felt as though various colored paints had been haphazardly splashed onto a canvas and mixed together. It was a tumultuous scene, impossible to define by any single color.

It felt like this chaos was the identity of this space. And the Tree of Memories had seen something similar a very long time ago. On the day it had gained its current identity.

『This is the chaos beyond dimensions…!』

As the Tree of Memories opened its mouth in astonishment to name the place,


“Good work.”

『You…!』

“Your role ends here. Please, exit stage right.”

***

While the Tree of Memories wandered through Khan’s mental world, Khan was peering into someone else’s memories. Memories that featured a very familiar face.

“Tsk. With such naivety… you won’t survive on this continent. Always assume that anyone could stab you in the back.”

“Thank you for the advice, but I believe our kindness will be repaid one day.”

“So frustrating. Haven’t you mentioned that your opinions don’t even resonate among the elves?”

“They are still inexperienced children.”

“Wow… I’m losing my mind here.”

With an air of delinquency, as if about to spit out gum, paired with an appearance so refined it transcended gender, the man’s contrasting characteristics coexisted in a single visage. Karyan, in his human days, eyed the owner of these memories with insolent eyes and sighed.

“Do as you please. While I can’t do anything to help you as the Crown Prince, I’ll personally support your dream. Maybe someday, it’ll be possible to carve out a land for the elves on this continent.”

“Thanks to you driving out the dragons, giants, and demons, I believe that future is not far off.”

“I didn’t do it for your benefit. I did it because it pissed me off. Anyway… get going. An ancient dragon will be passing through here soon.”

“May the blessings of nature be with you.”

“Blessings of nature my ass. Do you even realize I’ve destroyed more land than the dragons and giants combined?”

As Karyan grumbled with a grim expression, the memory’s owner politely bowed and turned away.

‘Reckless back then, reckless now.’

Khan chuckled at the scene, watching young Karyan’s antics. Then his vision shifted.

“Do you think those hypocrites will give us land? We must go to war for the sake of our race!”


“Wipe out those filthy short-lived species and build an empire for the long-lived races!”

Elves screamed at the memory’s owner. Despite the venomous glares and sharp remarks, the owner of the memory smiled and bowed.

“I’m sorry. That’s not possible.”

“Family Head!”

“Skadi! We can no longer follow your ideals!”

After the worst-ending meeting of the elves, those who opposed the memory’s owner formed new families.

‘The Six Families’, Khan reviewed quickly as the memory sped by. The elves, divided in their beliefs, started harboring the idea that ‘short-lived species are inferior’, a concept propagated by the six families. Skadi, the memory’s owner, argued otherwise.

But her words had long lost their power.

“And you are…?”

A mysterious figure approached her. A figure cloaked in a robe favored by travelers, their face obscured in shadow, replied to Skadi’s desperate question.

“Is it true? Can you help create a land for the elves?”

The owner of the memory—Skadi—asked with an urgent tone. Although the mysterious traveler replied, the words were inaudible.

‘I can’t hear it….’

Khan frowned, wondering if there was a glitch. Just then, his vision shifted again. The scene was all too familiar.

‘Of course, it is.’

It was the very place where he had just fought for his life. Skadi and the traveler stood at the summit of the Tree of Memories.

“That our elven sacred tree (神樹) might aid in your ritual… Can something so vast really assist in magic?”

The traveler responded, presumably in the affirmative, as Skadi seemed to smile.

“I’m curious about this spell you plan to cast at the place closest to the world’s exterior.”

The traveler, who had been gazing at the sky, turned to look at Skadi. Skadi, puzzled by the stare, tilted her head, but the traveler soon looked away and pulled out an object from their robes.

It was something Khan recognized immediately.

‘Mortalia’s Void Jewel…!’

Before he could even process the horror, time accelerated rapidly, leading to a new event.

“Wait, wait…! What is this─!”

A hole was torn in the sky. Not metaphorically, but literally. Skadi sensed something amiss and tried to stop the traveler, but it was too late. The moment the Void Jewel emitted a massive pulse, the hole in the sky widened, opening a path to the world beyond.

And what lay beyond was neither the cosmos as Khan knew it, nor the colossal, squid-like outer gods.

“Void…!”

Yes, it was the Void. The words of ‘Alpha’, the servant of the Void, repeated in his mind, screaming that there was nothing beyond the world. Khan felt an overwhelming urge to crush his skull with his fists to silence the infernal voice.

Right now, shut that damn voice up!

But as a mere observer without a physical body, he couldn’t take such an action.

“Please. Please stop! If this continues, Midland will…!”

As Khan struggled with the excruciating pain, the memory continued unabated. Skadi, attempting to prevent the traveler from fully opening the portal to the Void, leapt forward and placed her hand on the traveler’s shoulder.

The force of her movement caused the cloak to fall away, revealing the traveler’s face. Skadi and the traveler locked eyes. And that was precisely when the Tree of Memories encountered the chaos within Khan’s mental world.

“Finally, we can have a conversation.”

The figure within the memory spoke directly to him.

“Welcome, intellect from beyond the Void.”

The figure locked eyes with Khan, who had been peering into Skadi’s memories.

“I summoned you. Everything has been leading up to this moment.”
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This wasn’t the first time Khan had experienced viewing someone else’s memories.

After dealing with the Alchemist’s clone, he had used those memories to uncover and keep the secret workshop at Grand Elfelan Citadel and disseminate rumors.

Back then, he had experienced something similar.

When ‘Alpha’, who was only a presence in the memories, suddenly glared at him and engaged in an unblinking staring contest. Attempting to maintain his composure, Khan was startled.

“That’s an unusual outfit, and your face is peculiar too. Are most intelligences from outside Midland similar to your kind?”

“… To some extent, yes.”

Despite merely peeking into Skadi’s memories, Khan suddenly found himself in the middle of the scene. Not as “Gordi Khan”, but dressed as a company employee in a suit and dress shoes. Oddly, he held an axe in his hand.

‘What the hell kind of mash-up is this?’

“A mental entity often manifests in a form most familiar to the individual.”

The traveler, who had opened the void, spoke as if reading Khan’s thoughts.

“It’s proof that you’re starting to accept your form in Midland as well as your form from the other world.”

“That’s… a load of crap.”

While his verbal response was negative, internally, Khan agreed with the traveler’s statement.

His time on Earth was more than twice that of Midland, but in terms of the density of experience, the nearly ten years he spent living like a barbarian were overwhelmingly significant.

Perhaps this meant he had come to identify with the “barbarian” aspect of himself.

“So, what do you mean by saying you summoned me for this moment?”

“I thought you’d start catching on. My identity, I mean.”

“I know.”

Mortalia. Khan spat the detested name from his lips.

“Whether by coincidence or something else, no matter what I do, your traces keep coming up like persistent tendrils. Only an idiot wouldn’t see a connection.”


The traveler — Mortalia — smiled brightly.

“Right, correct. I called you here.”

“Why?”

“You’re not curious about how I did it?”

Khan gazed at her with a look that said he wouldn’t understand even if she explained, but Mortalia shrugged it off.

“It would be a bit disappointing if you didn’t listen. I went through a lot of trouble, you know.”

“What do you expect me to do about it?”

“Oh, just listen.”

Sliiide.

The robe that concealed Mortalia’s body gradually slipped off. It wasn’t as if she had an exhibitionist streak, yet, despite the odd timing, Khan merely squinted in discontent at the sight.

“Disgusting.”

“Straight to the point, aren’t you? From your perspective, I must seem like a kidnapper. Still, it stings a little because I’m a woman after all.”

Khan didn’t initially react, and Mortalia continued to wear her characteristic bright smile, making her appearance even more unsettling.

Her body was ostensibly human, but it was clearly not. Below her neck, her skin was covered in rough, scale-like growths, and her hands and feet ended in cephalopod-like tentacles. Yet her face retained the beauty she had possessed in her human days.

“What do you have to do to end up like that?”

“Finally taking some interest, huh? I guess taking off the robe was worth it. Honestly, it’s nothing spectacular. You saw it yourself, didn’t you? The me in the memory just recklessly opened a void. This is just… a side effect. I underestimated the power of chaos.”

Even as she spoke, Mortalia’s tentacle fingers wriggled. She seemed to find it amusing, waving her hand for Khan to see.

“You know this, don’t you? From the memories passed on through Karyan, that I ascended to godhood by harboring chaos and ignoring the rules. At first, it was fine. The side effects were just occasional lapses in sanity. However, the more chaos I embraced, the more my body changed.”

“… Karyan is fine though.”

“He’s special. You might not fully grasp it, but… Haha, a monster who single-handedly hunted down apostles of the Void even during his mortal days is hardly ordinary.”


‘A real monster’, Khan thought to himself, impressed.

‘A creature that end-tier playable characters and hero-grade NPCs could only hunt down as a group, he managed to take down alone? Even before becoming a God?’

Khan had doubted it ever since Karyan claimed he had wrestled with an ancient dragon, but now…

‘Karyan might have really been the strongest in this universe…?’

“To be precise, his lineage is what’s special. Anyway, as I started facing these side effects, with my mind occasionally drifting and my body mutating, I realized.”

Mortalia smiled and turned her head toward the portal to the void.

“Isn’t it ironic? I became a God to overcome the mortal lifespan, but because of that, my time became even more limited.”

“So, what exactly did you hope to achieve? Transforming into that mess… Why did you summon me of all people?”

“……”

Her expression turned contemplative as she gathered her thoughts under the weight of Khan’s blunt tone.

“I wanted to be free.”

“What?”

“In some form or another, you know this world is fake, don’t you?”

Although he didn’t answer, that silence was the truest form of affirmation. There was a time when the world around him was merely a ‘game’. Monsters, NPCs, even playable characters—everything had been an illusion for Khan.

Before he was possessed by Midland.

“I used to believe I was the greatest sorceress in the world. I thought everything could be achieved at my fingertips, and that wasn’t entirely wrong. Manipulating souls and wielding the power of chaos—it’s almost over the top, even for a story’s protagonist, isn’t it?”

But Mortalia had realized that her belief was mistaken. If she had been merely exceptional, she might have lived her life intoxicated by her greatness. However, her overwhelming brilliance led her to uncover hidden truths, and the consequences were, as evident, devastating.

“A person who lived for their own greatness suddenly realized all this was fake. Naturally, the next steps followed. At first, I denied it… but gradually, I began searching for a way. A way to escape this fake world. And the result was…”

“Failure?”

“Half, maybe.”


Khan displayed a hint of surprise at the ambiguous response. Half a failure? Did that mean there was half a success—

“Don’t misunderstand. It was impossible to move to another world. If that had happened, you wouldn’t have ended up here.”

“Then what do you mean by half-success?”

“You.”

Her tentacle-like finger pointed at the man in a suit holding an axe.

“An intellect observing this world from beyond the void. Drawing you into this world—that was the half-success and the best I could do.”

***

“…What do you mean by that?”

The long-suppressed emotions threatened to burst free.

Success? Dragging an innocent person into this wretched world? Was she joking?

If they had met in the physical world, without gazing at her beautiful face juxtaposed with cephalopod tentacles—

He might have genuinely tried to beat her up.

“Are you saying that dragging me into this damned world was your way to be free? You must be confused. I was just a normal human. I lived a life entirely removed from fighting, as far from it as possible! And now? You dumped me into a world filled with monsters for your sake? You must be joking—!”

The dam of repressed emotions broke, and his words spilled out. When he first fell into this world, there were dozens of moments each day when a small mistake could have led to his death.

Of course, that made sense.

Despite his body becoming that of a barbarian, his mind remained that of a corporate drone, worn down by repeated routines.

“Sorceress, your choice was the worst. If you were going to summon someone, you should have brought a human from the battlefield over there, not a pot-bellied office worker like me…!”

“But you survived, didn’t you?”

“That’s because─!”

“And it might sound like an excuse, but summoning you among all the entities from other dimensions wasn’t my doing. Think about it. Leaping past the void surrounding Midland to possess an intelligent being from another dimension? Even in my final years, that was impossible. And… if I can’t do it, it means no one in Midland can either.”

Mortalia added with an awkward smile.

“It’s true that I caused you to fall into this world, but the process involved the power of something entirely different. And that ‘something’ chose you, interloper.”

“Something? Are you talking about the creator of this world or a force like fate or destiny?”

“That, I don’t know.”

Mortalia shrugged, deflecting Khan’s sharp question. Khan was about to vent more anger at her irresponsible attitude but stopped, struck by a sudden question that made his face harden.

‘Something’s off.’

What was it that felt off? Khan meticulously reviewed their conversation, and Mortalia remained silent, seemingly willing to wait until he voiced his thoughts.

And it wasn’t long before Khan figured it out.

“The sequence of events—what’s the timeline here?”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“According to what you said, your actions don’t make sense.”

Mortalia merely laughed. Seeing her reaction, Khan knew that his suspicion was the correct answer to her riddle.

“You discovered the truth of this world, began wielding chaos, experienced its side effects, struggled for freedom, summoned me, left traces to guide me here… It doesn’t add up, does it?”

“What exactly doesn’t add up?”

Mortalia had left traces of herself throughout Midland. This guided an interloper like Khan to a frozen valley, led him to encounter Karyan, and passed on her thoughts. These encounters provided Khan with reasons to head to Paradise and ultimately led him to the Tree of Memories to uncover these memories.

“So, when did you summon me? Was it before you met Karyan?”

“…….”

“When did you realize the truth of this world? When did you embrace the power of chaos and experience its side effects? Then who is the you that I saw in these memories? From what I gather, you hadn’t fully comprehended the world’s secrets when you first left your thoughts with Karyan. You only realized the truth later on, likely after opening the void portal atop the Tree of Memories.”

This presented a significant contradiction.

“According to your remnants, you only decided to summon a void entity after opening the void portal. Isn’t that interesting? Yet, you left traces for an interloper even before your contact with Karyan.”

A relic in the sorceress’s ruins, an ancient map, guided him to the Hoarfrost Gorge. However, at the time of leaving that map, the sorceress had no intention of summoning an entity from another dimension. Yet, she left behind a trail for such a being.

“Who are you, really? Are you the sorceress who discovered the truth of the world and despaired, or are you something entirely different?”

At this question, Mortalia smiled the same unsettling smile as before.

“Do you know? This world has been endlessly repeating.”

And she spoke a shocking truth, perhaps the true crux of their long conversation.

“And that chain has already been broken once. It was I who broke it… and the heavens punished the creation that dared defy it. Haven’t you ever felt something was odd? The powerful ancient civilization fell, leading to the present era. Didn’t you find the time in between strangely empty?”

That was the punishment from the heavens. Ending an era filled with beings defying the heavens, and beginning a new one.

“My actions were simple. I broke the cycle of repetition and led the ‘me’ of the final history to leave trails for you, who would be summoned in the distant future. The result of that is the me standing before you now.”

“An Apostle of the Void…!”

“Correct.”
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“So, you became an Apostle of the Void… to lead me to this moment?”

Khan pressed his fingertips to his temples, soothing his sudden headache.

“You mean to say you became part of the chaos and stepped outside the repeating timeline.”

“To put it simply, yes. It’s more complex if we delve deeper.”

She added that she could only influence the point in memory where Khan recognized her, allowing the void’s influence to open. But given the timeframe when she opened the void portal atop the Tree of Memories, it was possible.

‘The world’s repetition is like a game with a set beginning and end, endlessly looping.’

What she did was straightforward—taking a game that reset to the start after the ending and forcibly pushing it beyond the ending. As punishment, ‘The ambiguous entity called ‘Heaven’ obliterated ancient civilizations and fast-forwarded time to the present…’

Even the transcendents who survived from ancient times to now didn’t realize it. They were unaware that the current world was also repeating infinitely.

“…You want me to break the cycle of repetition for this world again?”

“You’re the only one who can. Unlike me, you aren’t bound by this world’s rules.”

“How? How did you stop the world’s repetition?”

“You have to reach the world’s end. When you get there, you’ll naturally understand what you need to do.”

“Vague as always…”

Khan expressed dissatisfaction with her unclear answer, but Mortalia only smiled mischievously.

“Please, I know I’m like an enemy to you, but… for the sake of this world.”

Despite her earnest plea, Khan showed no visible reaction—neither affirmative nor negative. Yet, mortalia seemed satisfied, smiling as she turned towards the void portal.

As she signaled the end of their conversation, Khan called out, “Wait.”

There was still something he needed to confirm.

“You said that the ‘you’ of the last cycle wanted to stop the world’s repetition. You succeeded, and one way or another, moved to the next. So… what happened to the ‘you’ from the last cycle?”

She halted dramatically but didn’t turn to face him. The sorrow in her voice was palpable, and it stopped Khan from calling out again.


“You already know, don’t you?”

How the ‘me’ who dared defy the heavens turned out after receiving the divine punishment.

***

“Gasp…!”

As consciousness surfaced once more, Khan kicked out reflexively, feeling confined. CRACK.

The trunk that had swallowed him shattered without resistance. His energetic kick felt almost unnecessary given how easily the tree broke apart. Despite the confusion, Khan slowly extricated himself from the remains of the trunk.

‘My body feels lighter.’

The first observation he made was how surprisingly intact his heavily-taxed body was after the battle. Wondering why, he examined himself and then checked his stats, finding the answer.

『Level: 36』

『Strength: 82』

『Agility: 44』

『Stamina: 46』

『Intelligence: 2』

“Not bad at all.”

His level had increased by two from a single battle. He had crossed the dreaded threshold of level 35, propelling directly to 36. It was known as a particularly grueling level to surpass.

‘Strength has surpassed 80.’

That number alone warranted a sense of achievement. With one of his three main stats—Strength, agility, stamina—now over 80, and the other two in the mid-40s, his character’s baseline stats were nearing endgame caliber.

Reaching such figures without the aid of items or bonuses, purely with the character’s own development, was practically unheard of. His stats alone were beginning to align with endgame attributes. Of course, for true endgame status, proper equipment and multiple S-tier skills were still necessary.

‘An 80 in strength is impressive.’

In a purely mage-focused build, it was common for Intelligence to surpass 80. Given that most of a typical mage’s stat investment went into Intelligence, bolstered with various potions, it wasn’t exceptionally difficult. However, he had never encountered a warrior build with such formidable stats.


‘Could I wrestle an ogre now?’

He chuckled to himself, astonished by his newfound strength.

“Tree of Memories…”

A familiar voice behind him snapped him back to reality. He recalled the woman who had been the host of the Tree of Memories and the First Branch of Paradise. Expecting her to be in a dire condition, he was surprised to see she appeared largely unharmed.

“… The Tree of Memories is dying.”

She gently caressed the groove of the trunk that had held her captive for so many horrific years. Her touch was tender, akin to handling a beloved child.

Through this action, Khan was certain she was indeed the person from the memories he had observed.

“You don’t resent it?”

“It was simply… misguided.”

“Misguided?”

“This child went berserk only to grant my foolish wish. My wish for there to be a place in Midland where elves could live peacefully…”

A lot of thoughts came to Khan’s mind at her words.

For one, the atrocities committed by the elves seemed rather contradictory to this wish, and wasn’t she the one who sacrificed all the elves to become a God?

Of course, having survival instincts honed over thirty years as an overweight man, Khan understood the importance of tact.

“By the way, I must apologize for the delayed gratitude.”

“It doesn’t seem like you’ve done much to warrant gratitude.”

“Nevertheless, many people were hurt because of this child’s actions…”

The owner of the memories Khan had glimpsed—the oldest elf in this world, the First Branch, Skadi—bowed her head deeply.

“I am truly sorry….”

“Enough. I had my reasons for doing what I did. And—”


Khan stopped her from bowing so low that she might hit her head on the ground and turned away.

Natrix, who had wielded the power of an ancient dragon, had reverted to her human form and was watching them. Neria, who had exhausted herself controlling the vision contained in the Essence of the Five-Colored Bird, sat down in relief that the situation was over.

And Elena, who had poured all her holy power into supporting Khan, lay on the ground, having given more than her share as a priestess.

“—my companions are all alive, so save the apologies.”

Skadi straightened only slightly, still looking apologetic. Seeing that expression on an elf’s face was unsettling, made even worse by the fact that even the mental image seen through Karyan’s eyes felt genuine.

An elf without the usual arrogance—what an unknown creature.

“So, is the Tree of Memories dead? Completely?”

Khan tried to dispel his inner discomfort by changing the subject. The answer, however, came from an unexpected source.

『That pesky fool has likely become a part of your mental world, you lunatic.』

‘What do you mean by that?’

『What do you think? That idiot tried to take over your mental world. It was brazen enough to show up in front of me, so I was ready to chew it up— 』

-its escape skills were impressive, though.

Spirit of Resentment’s voice grew even more sinister with laughter.

‘This bastard?’

Khan’s face twisted at Spirit of Resentment’s self-aggrandizing tone. While he knew the Tree of Memories had invaded his mental world, he was baffled by Spirit of Resentment’s presence there.

『Is it really that surprising? How else do you think this thought could echo within your mind? And you, deranged human, it was none other than you who pulled me into your mental world. With audacity, you enslaved me when I wasn’t whole.』

At the point when Khan wanted to spill out curses at every new piece of nonsense that came out whenever its mouth opened, Skadi, noticing the change in Khan’s facial expression, spoke with a curious tone.

“To put it clearly, the Tree of Memories is not dead. The ‘Tree of Memories’ you remember might be a villain who didn’t abandon its stubbornness and sacrificed its children… But originally, that tree’s role was different.”

During the brief silence as Khan tried to understand what she meant.

Rumble…!

The ground they stood on – the vibration caused by the shaking of the Tree of Memories engulfed Khan and the others. If they had let their guard down even slightly, the earthquake was strong enough that it wouldn’t have been strange if they had fallen, and the reason was clear.

‘The giant is still left.’

The Tree of Memories, which had been holding it back, was swallowed by Khan’s mental world, and the giant, now unrestrained, began to rampage even more fiercely.

“It seems we should continue our conversation a bit later.”

“No. We can’t leave everything to our benefactor. As I said, the original role of this tree was different.”

Despite being a host for a long time, Skadi, showing her strength still intact, maintained a straight posture and walked past Khan to stand atop the first branch.

“This child was originally the guardian God of the elves. In the place where its power reaches, the power of spirits grows stronger, and it was possible to quickly recover strength by absorbing the energy of nature. Most importantly…”

Her hand, without a single callus, pointed to the giant rampaging below.

“Even this. It’s fully possible.”

The roots of the Tree of Memories began to sprout and entangle the giant. Fruits began to form all over the branches, and new spirits were born from them.

Colorful spirits, growing to more than tens of thousands, formed proper shapes. The energy embraced by the Tree of Memories was raising the rank of the spirits in a short time, proving it.

“Come to think of it, you also kept a young spirit by your side. Though it seems completely disconnected from the Tree of Memories by external force…”

At that moment, Skadi, who controlled the tree to entangle the giant and nurtured the spirits, pointed to the wind spirit hovering around Khan.

“That child seems satisfied staying by your side. Though it’s modest, I will grant it strength to aid you on your journey.”

The wind spirit, in the form of a small fairy, pointed at its own face with its tiny finger as if to ask, ‘Will you evolve me?’

Skadi smiled gently.

“It’ll only take a moment.”

And indeed, her words were true. The power flowing from the Tree of Memories wrapped around the wind spirit like a cocoon. Not long after, the wind spirit emerged completely transformed.
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Like a chrysalis undergoing metamorphosis. The wind spirit reborn inside the cocoon created by nature’s energy no longer had the appearance of a child spirit as it emerged.

“A wolf…?”

It wasn’t a case of having grown bigger during a growth phase or any similar kind of transformation. The spirit had simply abandoned its human form. And it was a form that seemed quite familiar.

With a silvery mane that sparkled as if imbued with ice crystals. A tail split into two. A stature that reached slightly below Khan’s chest.

‘It looks similar to the ones I saw in the Hoarfrost Gorge…?’

And unlike other spirits that were differentiated by the color of their aura, Khan could see this one quite clearly.

“The form of a spirit is usually determined by its innate attributes, or sometimes by its own desires. This one seems to have chosen the latter. Probably due to the long time spent separated from the tree. Compared to other low-level spirits, its self-identity was excessively clear.”

Despite Skadi’s additional explanation, Khan couldn’t easily accept it. He couldn’t understand why the wind spirit would want to resemble the wolves of the Hoarfrost Gorge.

“Maybe it found the form that would be most useful to you?”

“… So, does that mean its attribute has changed from wind to ice or something like that?”

“You’ll have to see for yourself through that child.”

Khan lowered his gaze slightly and made eye contact with the spirit. The spirit then let out a sound very much like a wolf’s howl, “Growl” and Khan gently flicked its nose.

“I see. Then, why can I suddenly see this spirit so clearly?”

“That’s probably because you’ve formed a proper contract. It’s my first time seeing a contract between a human without spirit sight and a spirit, so I was doubtful, but it seems it worked.”

“So, it’s a bonus. Understood.”

“Then… Could you wait up there for a moment? I need to deal with that giant first—”

“No.”

When Skadi asked innocently, “What?”

Khan smiled slyly as he stroked the wind spirit’s mane.

“I’ll go and test it right now.”


“Wait a moment…!”

Khan threw himself off the first branch.

Skadi, who had been about to stop him in surprise, wondered what kind of confidence made him leap down without wings, but Khan’s figure had already become a small dot as he fell.

“No, doesn’t he ever listen…!”

***

Who would have thought that Khan’s first skydiving experience would be from a tree piercing through the clouds?

Suppressing a laugh that seemed eager to escape, Khan ignored the wind that made it hard to even open his mouth and let out a “battle cry”.

“Tilly—!”

As if waiting for that call, hair that absorbed the night sky appeared and embraced Khan. In the blink of an eye, Tilly Ashanumos, transformed into a drake, was speeding through the air.

“You haven’t changed, being reckless then and now.”

“But you also haven’t changed, always helping me out each time.”

The irreparable rift between them remained unchanged. Khan would never forgive her. Even if Tilly Ashanumos sought atonement now, the deceased comrades could never be brought back to life.

And Tilly Ashanumos herself must be fully aware of that fact. Hence, Khan had to say it at this moment.

“The feelings you have for me are false.”

In the labyrinth of Elpellan. Alpha, the ancient archmage, had sent a thought just before dying, having turned into a minion of the Void. The feeling that the completely chaos-bound Alpha had for Khan was “delight”.

And Tilly Ashanumos, who would also become Chaos-bound and turn into a drake like Alpha in the distant future, said the reason she chose Khan out of all the people was “a sense of kinship”.

‘My identity as a possessor. To those associated with the Void, it’s considered extremely special.’

The reason why Tilly Ashanumos, who should have focused her efforts on becoming a drake, met a random human, pretended to be a human mage, and ended up annihilating his comrades with misguided kindness.

There is something about him that draws in beings belonging to chaos, even if unintentionally.

So—


All the feelings Tilly Ashanumos had for him were false.

“You don’t need to help me anymore. It might mean parting ways with the Followers of Truth because of me, but they aren’t the kind you should want to be involved with anyway, so just leave them. I’ll also tell you the way to become a God… as I promised. But—”

Khan delivered his verdict flatly.

“…If you become a monster and stand in my way, then I will have no choice but to take revenge for that day. And when that moment comes, I won’t hesitate. I will gladly avenge my comrades and dedicate your bones to their graves.”

This was not merely a threat to stay out of sight; it was his sincere intention. If that moment genuinely arrived, Khan would cut Tilly down without hesitation.

“……”

Tilly, who remained unperturbed in any situation, fell silent. Khan did not press for an answer from her, and having used his drake companion, retrieved the Giant Slayer embedded in the tree trunk and told Tilly to descend again.

Piercing through the clouds, Khan descended to the level where the giant’s arm was flailing. Rising with weapons in both hands, he spoke.

“To become a God, you have to embrace chaos and control it. That way, you can transcend the world’s rules and reach transcendence. As a side effect, you might lose your sanity, and there’s a chance tentacles could grow on your scales. But for you, it should be possible.”

Even in the original timeline, without his guidance, Tilly was able to embrace chaos and evolve into a true dragon. Perhaps it might seem like he was taking credit for something she could achieve on her own if left alone.

But Khan simply hoped. He hoped that his advice would reach her, allowing her to properly control the chaos and become a true dragon, not a chaos-bound monster.

‘Avenging my comrades might become more difficult, though.’

Even that rash man managed to beat up and pin down an ancient dragon, so why can’t I, as the possessor, achieve it?

“Then, be on your way.”

With those words as his final farewell, Khan leaped off Tilly’s back and looked up briefly. Tilly had already long disappeared.

***

The sheer power of a pure strength stat of 82 was astonishing even to Khan. Landing on the giant’s palm, he channeled the acceleration from his fall directly into his strike with the Giant Slayer.

Crack—!!

Blood, enough for three or four people, gushed out like a fountain. The sudden blow had mutilated the palm’s skin, creating a small crater. The giant tried to clench its fist in a silent roar.

However, Khan had already long leaped off.


Slash—

A long bloody streak traced the giant’s body along the path of Khan’s descent.

『It’s been a while since I last bit into a giant’s flesh. Still tastes awful.』

Draupnir, embedded in the giant’s wrist, chuckled and made a joke.

‘I’ll let you eat more.’

Khan descended almost tens of meters, halted only when he had run out of strength to cut through the giant’s hide.

Dangling as if he had plunged his sword into a cliffside, Khan attempted to pull himself upwards with one hand.

Grr.

But soon, there was no need for that. A large wolf, appearing with a howl, crawled as if inviting him to climb on its back. In the middle of empty air, no less.

It was then Khan realized what kind of “power” the spirit had desired.

“Incredible.”

The power to overcome the restriction of air mobility. He climbed onto the wind spirit who was standing on empty space with wind-formed claws. And as if mimicking Khan, the spirit slightly bent its forelegs before leaping.

His vision blurred. The spirit faced no wind resistance. No, it moved as if it had become one with the wind. Khan became one with such a spirit.

As a result of their fierce battle in the domain of the Tree of Memories, the colossal body of the giant, already battered, accumulated more wounds.

Slashing, striking, stabbing, exploding. It was as if a storm of blades was tearing it apart. In front of Khan, who moved as the wind, the giant’s arm was nothing more than a massive punching bag.

Moreover, the Gigantis, which should have been used for body restoration, instead crashed into paradise under Khan’s influence. The two monsters’ fight resulted in catastrophic destruction.

Amidst this, just when they thought the Tree of Memories was dead, it started moving again under Skadi’s control. The transcendent entity controlling the giant decided.

‘I need to reclaim my power.’

Instinctively, the transcendent entity moved towards ‘completion’.

The freshly revived giant was pursuing the ‘chaos’ contained in the red gemstone for the same reason. It was convinced that instinctively it would aid in the recovery of its body, and it intended to engulf even the chaos harbored by the Tree of Memories.

And in the midst of the fierce battle, the giant had already recovered some of the chaos dispersed by the red gemstone. Raw, unrefined chaos.

‘Absorb it.’

The transcendent entity decided to accept it as it was. As it became part of the chaos, things that were once invisible began to come into view. Things that were unseen even with the senses of a transcendent being—.

‘Found it…!’

The sweet essence of chaos emanating from a small mortal. The transcendent entity moved the giant. It had to swallow that mortal, even if it meant squeezing out every ounce of power it had left!

Rumble…!!

The giant’s power pressed heavily on the entire area. The already unrecognizable land of Paradise began to collapse as though crushed under the giant’s feet, and even the roots that tormented the giant started to loosen.

Khan could not entirely escape either.

Creak.

The rush of wind was caught in the grip of the giant’s hand, stopping it in its tracks. It felt as though the gravity of Midland was focusing intensely on him.

Even with strength surpassing 80, he couldn’t shake off the force that pressed down on his shoulders and bound his feet.

Yet, Khan smiled. Even if it was the power of a being displaying less than a tenth of its true strength.

‘This is manageable…!’

It was different from the time when he couldn’t even resist a single blow from the giant and had to rely on Natrix’s help to stay alive. He resisted the giant’s strength with his own power.

And—

‘I can catch him!’

『Surging Strength』

The A-grade skill, Surging Strength, had proven itself as Khan’s most powerful skill, showcasing unparalleled when his strength stat was only 70.

And now, with strength surpassing 80.

Khan realized. Surging Strength had become a completely different skill from before. Khan drew his left arm back.

The Giant Slayer, soaked in the giant’s blood, gleamed, and in that state, Khan, charging a new skill, used the platform created by the wind spirit to advance.

Bang-!!!

With the shockwave generated from the tip of his toes, Khan shook off the giant’s pressure and appeared directly in the giant’s grasp. Sensing the presence of Khan who had willingly entered its grasp, the giant began to clench its fist.

As if to punish Khan, who was thrashing like a thunder-naked creature, much like the clutches of Buddha in a certain proverb.

“Perish.”

But before that—

『Surging Strength』

Reproducing the strike he used in the decisive battle against the Golden Dragon, Khan shattered the Buddha’s palm.

Crack-k-k-k-k–!!

***

『Act 4, Turning Point』 – Clear!

─Clear rewards: Giant’s Strength (S), evolution of the Wind Spirit,

─Surging Strength (A)-rank increase. Acquired Giant’s Strength (S).
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『Act 5, Horn of War』

─If failed, the Empire will completely lose its influence over the southwestern continent.

─As a reward for clearing Act 4’s main quest, the difficulty is being altered.

─Due to unauthorized intervention, the quest has been cleared. Rewards are being modified.

─Current difficulty: Nightmare

─The new difficulty is Hell.

─This is a difficulty level where clearance is impossible. Rewards are being enhanced.

─A new ending is being unlocked.

***

It was no longer a realm one could call a mortal’s strike.

With just a single swing of a hammer, he had turned the massive arm of the giant, which seemed like a towering column to the heavens, into a torrent of blood.

Boom—!!

With the sound of an explosion, golden liquid gushed out like a waterfall.

The giant’s blood that poured onto the land of Paradise formed rivers. This signified that all the liquid metal constituting its body had reverted to its original state, which meant—

『Level Up!』

—the giant’s complete death.

As if to confirm this once again, with the level-up message, Khan’s body underwent another transformation.

『Level: 37』

『Strength: 84』

『Agility: 45』


『Stamina: 47』

『Intelligence: 2』

Including equipment bonuses and the buffs activated during battle, all stats except intelligence exceeded 50.

The agility and endurance, which felt lacking compared to the absurdly high strength stat, were now elevated to a level no longer considered weaknesses.

‘Although my strength has ridiculously increased, so has the skill cost… However, the cost reduction option from the mark and my adequate stamina.’

At this level, I wouldn’t say I’m a glass cannon.

Still, there are regrets.

Perhaps because the Tree of Memories was the one to finish off the already dying giant, despite the difficulty of filling the experience bar, leveling up just once seems a bit underwhelming.

Considering it was a resurrected ancient giant, leveling up only filled just over 20% of the experience bar? It’s not like these kinds of prey beg to be killed every day…

While encountering monsters like these constantly would be disastrous, Khan licked his lips, feeling the loss of a power-leveling opportunity.

‘From this point, the difficulty of leveling will increase by tenfold.’

Grr.

At that moment, Khan lowered his gaze to the sound beneath his feet.

“What is it?”

The source of the sound was the wind spirit, transformed into a wolf with two tails. Originally in fairy form, the spirit now acted like a puppy, seemingly influenced by its new appearance.

‘What kind of nonsense is this?’

Naturally, there was no way Khan could understand, and as he pondered alone over what this nonsense meant, his brows furrowed upon seeing the wolf’s form gradually fade.

“You, your appearance—”

Just as Khan was about to question what was happening, an overwhelming sensation enveloped his feet. Shortly afterward, Khan’s body sank into the river of liquid metal that had formed on the Land of Paradise.

Splash!


The colossal 2-meter frame plummeted downward, creating a high splash.

“Hey!”

Ron, who had landed on the ground for the first time in a long while with the help of the Tree of Paradise’s first branch, Skadi, screamed in a shrill voice. Was Khan passing out again after exerting all his power like the last time?

“Do not enter. The flow feels strange.”

“What? What does that mean?”

“Exactly as I said.”

Ron, who had not only experienced high-speed flight on Natrix but also actively managed his intuition for the first time, was already mentally and physically exhausted.

As he attempted to dive into the river of the giant’s blood, Natrix stopped him. She explained that Khan wasn’t dead but rather occupied with something inside.

“Occupied with what…?”

A human’s eyes could not see what was happening underwater, but a dragon’s eyes were different. Natrix, reverted back to her smaller human form, had her eyes stretched vertically.

‘He’s manipulating the blood. The source of that power lies in the false heart positioned in his right chest?’

She instantly realized what Khan was doing. Controlling blood and filling another heart with it. And not just any blood, but the liquid metal that had once been part of the resurrected giant’s body.

‘It might not compare to the real giant’s blood…’

There was one fact she didn’t bother explaining to Ron.

‘Even if fake, it’s too powerful for a mortal to contain.’

In ancient times, countless madmen thought they could gain power by merging with the bodies of transcendent beings. But none succeeded.

Instead, the power overflowed, overwhelming them, leading to self-destruction, proving that such power wasn’t meant for them. So, rationally, it made sense to pull Khan out of there.

Rationally, that is.

“…He carries the blood of Karyan. He must have a plan for doing this.”

“No, stop making cryptic remarks. Explain it in detail…!”


“Instead of wasting time on pointless worries, focus on what’s left to be done.”

“Something to do? Everything’s finished, what else…?”

At that question, Natrix moved her short fingers to point somewhere, and as Ron turned his head to follow the direction, he instinctively straightened his posture.

“The first branch… It’s true.”

“What has become of the Tree of Memories!”

The place Natrix pointed to. From the spot where the Tree of Memories had been preparing its ritual for evolution, elves who had survived the chaos began to emerge one by one.

“The spirits aren’t listening. What’s going on!”

“Those short-lived ones must have done something! They appeared from above!”

“They’re the ones who crashed that damned Gigantis into our Paradise…!”

And they were all confused.

Naturally so.

The Tree of Memories had never hidden its ambition to become a divine being, and the elves served it as if it really were their race’s God.

That influence didn’t disappear even after the Tree of Memories was destroyed inside Khan’s mind.

“Fight! Avenge him!”

“Drive the short-lived ones from Paradise! No, tear them to pieces—!”

Confusion soon turned to rage. Their misplaced devotion fueled that anger.

“These damn long-ears are always like this…!”

It was at that moment, when the dwarven king, the person who had the longest-standing rivalry and interactions with the elves, cursed as he prepared for battle.

“The fight is over. Now, come to your senses!”

An elf shouted sharply.

“The tree you worshipped was a monster that slaughtered your own kind without hesitation for its own greed!”

That elf was none other than Neria.

“I saw the horrifying spirits created by the Tree of Memories in Gigantis. And the terrible fate of the elder who was tormented by a human mage because of her!”

Perhaps her earnest plea had an impact. The elves of Paradise were silent. Seeming encouraged, Neria continued her persuasion in a slightly calmer tone.

“Even up there, the Tree of Memories birthed those horrific spirits without a second thought. Is that really the God of elves, who are supposed to be friends of nature—”

“Shut up, you filthy half-breed!”

“What…?!”

Neria’s eyes widened in shock at the sudden outburst of abuse. What is happening all of a sudden?

“You half-human, half-elf hybrid, what are you babbling about!”

“Someone who’s neither elf nor human, who came in with the invaders… speaking of kinship? We must get rid of that filth first!”

As Neria stumbled back with eyes like a startled deer, their anger only intensified.

It was as if they found her, an unwilling half-elf, more loathsome than the dwarves they had feuded with for so long. They looked ready to pounce on her at any moment.

“Damn those bastards!”

Enraged, Ron swung his hammer. Being a veteran mercenary from the Argon Kingdom, just like Neria. He understood better than anyone that Neria sincerely cared for the elves, which is why he was furious.

“You ungrateful wretches, after she cleaned up your mess, you dare…!”

“Shut up! You inferior species!”

“If we must die, let’s kill that half-breed first! Not only does she live with dirty blood, she’s a traitor who colluded with the invaders!”

‘It’s impossible to have a conversation…!’

From the beginning, this side had a dragon with them. They couldn’t be oblivious to that, yet the elves, starting quarrels with terms like short-lived and half-breed, gave off a sense of dissonance.

However, it became clear that any conversation was futile. Seeing this, Ron adopted a fighting stance, and the two dwarves, who detested the elves, joined him without hesitation.

In this critical, explosive situation, it was Skadi herself who ended it.

“I can’t stand by any longer.”

Descending along the branch she controlled, she landed between the elves and Khan’s group, causing the fight to momentarily cease. More accurately, the atmosphere among the elves became strange.

Like prey before a predator, they completely lost their will to fight and bowed their heads, speaking in trembling voices.

“F-First Branch.”

“I’m not worthy of such a title. I rejected such a position, and it was the children of the house who cast me out. But one thing is clear: The authority I possess cannot be discarded by my own will, nor taken by someone else.”

“High Elf….”

“I hadn’t exercised that authority till now, but for the first and last time, I will use my power to save our kin walking the path of ruin. However, it wouldn’t look good for a person of the old era to step up at this point, right? Paradise will return to being one community, not divided by the six houses. And the one to lead that community will be…”

With eyes glowing with resolute determination, Skadi’s gaze met the trembling eyes of Neria.

“Yes, you should lead it.”

***

『The Heart of Predation has grown!』

『You have fully absorbed the Giant’s Blood (Refined).』

『Item performance has been enhanced.』

With the flashy system messages lingering in his mind, Khan regained consciousness.

‘Some time must have passed.’

It wasn’t due to the usual extreme physical exhaustion that rendered him unconscious. It seemed more like his body had shut down his consciousness to adapt to the rapid physical changes.

“Ah, you’re awake?”

And as soon as Khan opened his eyes, he was greeted by the familiar voice of the half-elf, Neria. And an even stronger scent of the forest than before.

“Neria. Your ears…?”

With ears now more elongated and pointed than those of a typical elf.
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“Oh, this?”

Neria laughed lightly, as if it were nothing.

“Lady Skadi said it would help with my future responsibilities…”

“Skadi did?”

“Yes. From now on, elves will no longer identify as part of Paradise. They will live as elves, and the six houses have been dissolved.”

Khan listened to what had transpired while he was absorbing the giant’s blood.

“…They’re planning to advance to the continent?”

“She said that staying isolated in a closed place like Paradise would only make things worse.”

“Well, she’s not wrong.”

Drawing from her old memories, Khan could easily guess her true intentions. On the surface, it appeared she had forced the proud ones into submission and applied a shock therapy by placing the half-elf Neria at the head of their society.

The elves, who once looked down on half-elves, now had Neria holding the fate of their race. It seemed like a fitting punishment for their arrogance during her parasitic host days. But her true purpose lay elsewhere.

‘Is she trying to achieve it now?’

She always wanted a sanctuary for the elves somewhere on the continent. Despite Prince Karyan’s opposition during his crown prince days, it was a dream she stubbornly held on to.

“Haha… I don’t know how much I can do in that process, though.”

“No, I think you will do quite a lot.”

Neria blinked her crimson eyes, which were unusual for an elf. It was as if her expression asked, ‘Really?’ Khan nodded.

“As a half-elf from a remote kingdom and a veteran mercenary, your selection can send a strong signal that Paradise is genuinely trying to change. It’s a radical choice. Of course, it’s a slim possibility, but…”

“Will that really make a difference…”

“From the Imperial Household’s perspective, Paradise must seem like a festering boil. Changing the leadership is the best way to revamp its image. The Imperial House will have to come to the negotiation table, if only to see the new leader of the elves.”

Neria looked dazed at the prolonged explanation.


“Um… Just a moment. I was already overwhelmed during the interim committee, but the scale of this… It’s a bit overwhelming…”

It seemed more like she couldn’t have imagined there was such a background to her being selected as a High Elf, rather than being confused by the difficult words.

“Don’t overthink it too much.”

Khan offered his thoughts calmly to encourage her.

More precisely, “No matter how difficult the Imperial Household may be, they won’t want the Empire to split up now.”

“Huh? Why would the Empire split up all of a sudden?”

“Do you remember what I yelled desperately on Sea Dragon Island? About being a descendant of the ancient empire’s crown prince and a warrior bearing the mark, making a loud fuss about it.”

“Well…”

“I intend to make use of that.”

concealing his true intentions of binding the two devastated races to him as a force.

“I will personally negotiate with the Emperor. We will establish a land for the various races – elves, dwarves, the furballs from the south, and even half-breeds like you, Neria.”

Although Khan’s gaze was fixed on Neria as he spoke, his thoughts were directed towards someone else entirely.

‘First, you told me to head to the end of the world.’

That meant to see the end of this world. Of course, many things had already changed with Khan’s intervention.

The original main quests had to be altered or deleted due to the early departure of key characters, and antagonists who should have been enemies had become allies, while non-key characters had risen to prominence.

Despite this, Khan was confident. The ultimate objective had not changed.

‘The Great Demonic Realm.’

The place where a great demon from hell would descend in the far future, and one of the few inescapable prisons where the continent’s transcendents had imprisoned themselves.

The answer lay there.

“But the residents of that land must promise me one thing.”


“A promise?”

“If a world-ending war breaks out, they must help.”

Khan planned to prepare more thoroughly to deliver a perfect solution.

“Set aside distinctions between human and non-human. Fight merely to survive.”

In the original history, the weakened Empire, fragmented and divided, made one last desperate attempt to subdue the Great Demonic Realm. This time, it would be the exact opposite.

An Empire that had succeeded in internal consolidation, retaining its peak power.

The allied non-human races that were nearly decimated after a major conflict with the Empire.

They would unite to sweep away the Great Demonic Realm.

***

After his conversation with Neria, Khan immediately summoned the two dwarves. He intended to offer land to the dwarves who had survived by sheer luck outside of Gigantis while engaging in piracy.

“Here, give me your hand.”

Unable to refuse the sudden request from the dwarven king and William, Khan reluctantly extended his hand and asked,

“What is it? You two, who usually hated each other, what’s going on?”

“…I’ve finished talking with this damned fool. And we’ve concluded that both the Leonora dynasty and he himself are hopeless scoundrels.”

“Who are you calling a scoundrel? Given the circumstances, you should be thanking me a hundred, a thousand times over…!”

“I’m an ant’s height taller than you! You wretched pirate king!”

“What?! Don’t talk nonsense! I’m the tallest among dwarves!”

To sum up the unnecessary chatter, it essentially meant that the two had reconciled well.

Having learned that the Leonora dynasty had intended to abandon the dwarves without his knowledge, William forgot the very reason for his anger.

“So, why do you need my hand?”


“What else? What do dwarves look at a warrior’s hand for?”

Explaining the circumstances and engaging in an intense debate about who was taller, William huffed.

“Your weapon broke, didn’t it?”

“It looked like one of our ancestors’ weapons. No wonder it couldn’t withstand such brutish fighting.”

“This damned king is right. We’re going to make you a new one—one that will never break before its master does.”

“We’ve got plenty of materials. We confiscated a lot of rare metals from the Paradise folk.”

“We can also use the remnants of Gigantis. If you have any special materials, we can incorporate those too.”

The conversation between the two dwarves about the new weapon seemed almost like an attempt to forget about their race’s grim future.

Khan thought it wouldn’t be hard to persuade them. In fact, the dwarven king accepted Khan’s proposal without hesitation. Actually, he had no choice but to accept.

“Damn it. With Gigantis crashed into Paradise, do we have any other options? We’ve got to do what we’re told.”

Without Gigantis, and with only a few hundred surviving kin, their future looked bleak. While there might be a few dwarves hiding on the continent, tiring of sea life, they were far too few. Continuing as pirates was no longer feasible.

“I’ll accept the conditions. But, demanding us to mass-produce garbage is out of the question. That’s impossible for us, even physically. Even if we could do it, you wouldn’t get quality products.”

The dwarven king was indeed capable.

He proved why he had overthrown the dominant dynasty in dwarven history and was recognized as the new king. Simplifying the terms of the negotiation on the spot, he suddenly asked offhandedly,

“We or the elves might accept if land is offered. But what about them?”

“Those guys.”

Those who were the indirect cause of the dwarves’ exile to the sea.

“The Southern tribes. Those furballs won’t be swayed by this kind of persuasion. They’ve already consumed most of the southern continent. And most importantly…they aren’t ones for conversation or persuasion.”

Bipedal furballs with innate physical abilities, animal instincts, and sharp teeth and claws.

The Beastmen.

The dwarven king’s face was considerably hardened, as if recalling some unpleasant memories related to them.

“Neither money, rare equipment, elixirs, nor even the logic of power… None of it works on them. They’re just beasts running on two legs.”

But contrary to the dwarven king’s serious tone, the person who had to engage the beastmen, Khan, was quite unconcerned.

And for good reason—

“I’d prefer the new weapon to be an axe.”

“Why are you suddenly talking about axes while discussing the beastmen…? What about the hammer you used?”

“An axe is the most effective.”

Khan knew that if force didn’t work, it was simply a matter of not having enough force.

‘Why this sudden chill…?’

Just then, the sight of Khan’s slowly curling lips caused the dwarven king to shiver.

“Once an axe is embedded in their skulls, we’ll find out whether they’re truly beasts or humans pretending to be beasts.”

***

The old emperor, friedrick III, looked down coldly at the man who had been forced to kneel by the knights.

“Are you still planning to keep silent, Chief Administrator?”

“……”

“Your organization is already finished. We’ve rooted out 90% of the agents within the Empire, and the rest have slunk into the shadows abroad to evade surveillance. It’s impossible for you to exert influence behind the scenes as you used to.”

Tap- tap- tap-

The emperor’s fingers drummed with force on the desk.

“And still, you refuse to speak. Are you trying to maintain some shred of pride? Or do you really believe there’s hope for your organization?”

“……”

“Well! You’ve always maintained your composure, but I didn’t realize you were this tenacious. It couldn’t have been easy enduring the torture with such a frail body.”

Seeing that the man remained silent despite the emperor’s interrogation, the half-human, half-dragon knight Conrad stepped forward, seemingly trying to change the atmosphere.

“A mage known for cold rationality wouldn’t be keeping silent just to protect his pride. What do you truly want, Chief Administrator? There’s no escape for you. Even if you’re planning an ambush, it’s useless. As long as I guard His Majesty’s chambers.”

“Heh heh heh…”

For the first time, the Saboteur broke his silence.

Mocking Conrad’s assertion of absolutes, the Saboteur laughed.

“Absolute? Absolute…! Your Majesty, and Conrad! You’re both under a hilarious misconception!”

“What’s this now?”

For the first time since his capture, the Saboteur’s emotions were on full display.

He was sneering. Sneering at the emperor and Conrad’s confidence, regarding them as mice who had trapped themselves. Sneering at their foolishness in believing the Followers of Truth were finished.

“Your Majesty! Although you are indeed a great emperor, I must make this clear! The foundation of the Empire is not you. It’s the fertile lands, the choicest on the continent, and the unwavering belief of its people in the Empire’s invincibility! That’s what sustains and drives this empire!”

“This guy, how dare he speak like that in the presence of the emperor…”

“Look carefully! Your Majesty, and Conrad! Your stupidity in acting as if this narrow chamber is the entire world will bring about the downfall of the Empire—!”

Before he could finish, Conrad knocked the Saboteur unconscious and had him returned to the underground prison. While Friedrick III was cautious of the Saboteur’s words, he did not take them too seriously.

The power base of the Followers of Truth had already been dismantled. Most seekers and followers were either dead or imprisoned in the royal underground dungeons.

Even if their leader, the Apostle, were to rise—

‘They can no longer change the tide.’

But.

It didn’t take long for him to realize his mistake. Around the time Khan encountered Mortalia atop the Tree of Memories. The seekers and followers imprisoned in the underground dungeon simultaneously died suddenly.

─Tooot-toooot-tooooot!!

From the distant Land of Warriors, the war horn sounded.

“Gordy Khan…”

Announcing the birth of a new king of warriors who had ended the long internal strife among the greenskins.

““To our god, we offer…!”…!”
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The collaborative weapon project of the dwarven king and William took longer than expected. The significant time wasn’t spent on merely selecting materials or smithing but rather in assessing Khan’s physical abilities and continuously revising the design.

“Can you crush this steel plate with just your grip strength?”

“This isn’t just any steel plate; it’s from the external deck of Gigantis. In terms of raw strength, even the imperial fortress walls are inferior to this.”

Crack.

Khan crumpled the rectangular steel plate into a ball using only his grip strength.

“Hold this bat and swing it with all your strength.”

“And try throwing it if you can.”

He swung the bat in full force several times, repeating the motion, then threw it…

“This is a temporary axe. Try hitting this tree with it.”

“Depending on how you use it, the size of the blade or the length and thickness of the handle can vary.”

Imagining an unseen enemy, Khan brandished the axe. The two dwarves had a myriad of requests even before the actual smithing began. Each time, Khan complied without grumbling, realizing it was time for significant equipment upgrades.

‘William. I’ve already witnessed the remarkable skill of that dwarf…’

William was a master craftsman whose hastily made items were worthy of generating a system window with their details. The dwarven king, who boasted unparalleled skills even among the artisan race of dwarves, and William were putting their heart and soul into creating a custom-made axe. What warrior would refuse their demands?

“The skill of those at the Magic Tower is truly noteworthy. Even if given only fragments of knowledge, they can restore almost to the original. This essence, regardless of function, is incredibly powerful in sheer strength.”

“We’ll melt this essence and use it as a circuit inside the axe. It won’t be transferrable between different weapons, but its performance will increase significantly.”

To melt the “Essence of the Five-Colored Bird” that he had lent to Neria for battles against the elves, they needed a heat level comparable to a dwarven furnace. But with Gigantis destroyed, it was impossible.

Instead—

“So, where did you learn to use spirits, half-elf?”

“Lady Skadi taught me. Though we didn’t form a contract, I learned how to make small requests for assistance.”

Neria, who had been the busiest learning various things from the First Branch, Skadi, provided her assistance.


“They’re working extraordinarily hard. They even visited Lady Skadi separately to check for usable materials last time.”

“It must’ve hurt their pride.”

“Their pride, you mean?”

“They didn’t like that the hammer their ancestors made broke before its owner did.”

Taking in Khan’s explanation, Neria gave a peculiar smile before leaving for her classes. Even after that, the dwarves issued several more requests, and they finally reached the last stage.

“You remember what you did last time? Yeah, when you smashed the giant to pieces. Can you show us again?”

“You seemed to get incredibly strong, as if your strength spiked temporarily. We need to make sure the weapon can handle that.”

They wanted Khan to replicate the final blow that had shattered the giant.

“I can’t do it exactly the same way.”

Khan responded firmly to their request. During that time, he had struck the Giant Slayer nearly dozens of times with the power of the wind spirit, stacking up the “Hit Stacks” option, which he then detonated with a double stack of ‘Surging Strength’.

And more importantly:

『Giant’s Strength (S) – 15%』

─ Derived from combining existing skills.

─ Has the same effect as stacking Surging Strength (A) skill, with increased amplification and duration as proficiency rises.

─ Maximum duration: 17 seconds.

The new S-grade skill, Giant’s Strength, created from skill stacking had already increased in power thanks to his recent level-up, scaling with his strength stat.

‘And it will become even stronger with each level-up.’

“It needs to withstand strikes even stronger than that, otherwise, it’ll end up like the broken hammer.”

“Damn it, easier said than done…”

“To get that much strength in a hand-axe size means it’ll be incredibly heavy. Is that okay?”


“That’s actually better.”

After concluding their agreement, Khan moved to an island close to Paradise with the two dwarves to demonstrate ‘Giant’s Strength’ once more.

Rumble…!!

“Seeing it firsthand is mind-blowing.”

“To make a weapon that can withstand that…”

Watching the scene from the sky with Natrix’s assistance, the two dwarves let out sighs. With pure strength alone, Khan had caused the ground of an island to collapse, leading to its destruction.

With a single axe swing just for a demonstration, a small dot was erased from the map. How were they supposed to create a weapon that could withstand that power? It might be easier to craft a weapon for an actual giant.

“A weapon for a human wielding the strength of a giant…”

“If we succeed, we’ll leave a mark in dwarven history.”

The two dwarves locked themselves in an improvised forge, using facilities transported from Gigantis. For reasons unknown, Natrix, who had been idly staying with Khan’s group instead of returning to her nest, lent her breath to the project.

Elena, who was waiting to return to the Empire with Khan, personally consecrated the materials to be used in the weapon, and Neria adjusted the surroundings to align with the dwarves’ needs as part of her training as a High Elf.

Seven days and nights passed with the dwarves holed up in the forge, and as the eighth morning approached—

“It’s done! Finally done!”

“We did it! This is a masterpiece of the ages!”

Their nearly frantic cheers broke the morning calm of Paradise. Hearing the commotion, Khan entered the forge, his gaze fixated on a single axe, as if entranced.

“This is….”

“The master is here. Go on, take it!”

Quietly, Khan accepted the axe. Its size matched that of a typical hand-axe, but its design was distinctly modern. Whether intentional or not, both the handle and the blade had a grayish hue.

And.

‘Heavy.’


Even with a strength stat persistently at 85, including item bonuses, it felt not just hefty but genuinely heavy. A normal human would find it impossible to even lift, let alone wield it.

“Heavy, isn’t it? I didn’t expect it to be possible. The power of a dragon is truly incredible.”

“With just a single gold bar and the breath that melts a thousand pounds. If we could borrow that, even apprentices could become master craftsmen in no time.”

The dwarves’ exaggerated praises barely registered in Khan’s ears. Mesmerized, he examined the fluent curves of the axe blade, then checked its item options.

He was astonished to find that while it didn’t reach mythical grade, it far surpassed legendary grade.

‘Unique…!’

『Unyielding (不屈)』 (Unique)

─Created with the intent of forging an indestructible weapon.

─Crafted by the finest dwarven artisan, tailored solely for one human.

─Enhanced with divine blessings using the highest-grade materials, melted with dragon’s breath, and shaped by dwarven craftsmanship.

─Increased power when thrown.

─Extremely high resistance to destruction.

─Durability enhanced by divine blessings.

─Essence: Infused with the ‘Essence of the Five-Colored Bird.’

─Unique Option, “Little Giant”: Ignores opponent’s defense and deals penetration damage proportional to strength.

The information window named this axe “Unyielding”. It was a fitting name for the goal of the two dwarves to create an unbreakable axe, and it came with equally fitting options.

Destruction resistance, an exceptional option even without any modifiers, had the phrase “extremely high” attached to it.

With its durability enhanced by a divine blessing, it must possess near-indestructible durability, similar to Draupnir.

‘And the unique option…’

Little Giant.

This option seemed to be due to the axe’s absurd weight for a hand axe.

Typically, a sword swing with the full body weight behind it could cause the defender’s hand to tingle even if successfully blocked. This option appeared to amplify that numbing effect.

Moreover, with the damage being proportional to strength, not some other stat, it could potentially wreak havoc internally like the internal energy techniques or focused force strikes from martial arts.

After examining all the additional options, Khan’s review was brief and impactful.

“This makes me eager to set foot in the land of the beastmen.”

It was the highest praise, indicating he wanted to split skulls immediately with this axe.

***

With the long-awaited weapon complete and most tasks in Paradise concluded, Khan was about to head back to the Empire when Natrix approached him.

“I’m coming with you.”

“…Weren’t you returning to Sea Dragon Archipelago?”

“You mentioned it yourself. Akardnil wished for my freedom. And so, I’m merely acting according to his wishes.”

Khan barely managed to suppress the grin that threatened to spread across his face.

‘Why now?’

He had received a lot of help from Natrix and genuinely hoped she would leave her reclusive life in her nest at some point. But, for now, he wished she would stay in Sea Dragon Archipelago. The reason being—

‘If she happens to meet Akardnil, all my lies will be exposed.’

Although Akardnil’s appearance was still far off, there was a chance Natrix could seek him out first once they were in the Empire. The more troublesome issue was that he had no valid reason to refuse her proposal.

‘And even if I had the authority to deny her, what could I do if she decides to go alone to the Empire?’

“……Well, if you’re that determined, let’s go together.”

Khan concluded that having her close would give him more control and peace of mind. Thus, Khan and Natrix prepared to return together, with Khan riding atop her in her dragon form.

“If the negotiations with the Imperial House go well, they will send someone first. Then, everyone can come to the continent together.”

“I’ll trust you.”

Neria replied with a smile.

Having gained new powers as a High Elf, she had much to learn from the First Branch, Skadi, and couldn’t leave Paradise immediately. Besides, she intended to assist the dwarven king and William in gathering the scattered dwarves from the sea.

“See you then.”

With one half-elf and one dwarf staying behind, Khan’s party, now including Natrix as both a mount and combat strength, set off for the continent.

“It’s best to fly to the southern part of the Empire first, then rent a carriage to travel to the capital. There’s no need to overtly announce your presence, Natrix.”

Khan planned to borrow a carriage through Baron Petrov, who had been grieving the loss of his heir to the elves.

From Petrov’s perspective, Khan was a benefactor who helped avenge his heir and a hidden asset of the royal family. It should be easy enough to arrange a carriage.

However, upon setting foot on the continent and heading towards Baron Petrov’s land, Khan realized his plans were derailed from the start.

Through the words of Baron Petrov, who had just finished preparing for deployment with a 500-man army, Khan learned things were far more dire than he anticipated.

“Have you been living on a remote island? How could you not know this?”

There was no time to leisurely travel in a carriage.

“The Empire is at war. In fact, all human nations are at war.”

The greenskins have sounded the horn of war. Standing before his assembled troops, assisted by a knight as he donned his helmet, baron Petrov spoke gravely.

“The western border of the Empire was breached once but was barely reclaimed thanks to the battle mages. However, the remote kingdoms in the western continent have long been overrun. The Argon Kingdom is holding out thanks to the current king’s exceptional military strategy. From what I hear, even a witch who manipulates space magic and a spearman are making significant contributions…but their limits are clear.”

Baron Petrov’s following words caused Khan’s expression to tighten slightly.

“The King of Warriors, that damned green monster, is personally leading his legion southward into the Argon Kingdom. Within a few days, the news of Argon’s fall will likely spread through the Empire’s intelligence network.”

Baron Petrov’s voice echoed in Khan’s ears, but Khan was no longer listening.

He had to hurry to the Argon Kingdom.

“Natrix…!”

The witch who controls space magic and the spearman.

Ludmilla and Maya, both of whom were in danger.
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Maya Eldred passing the warrior’s trial was a near miracle, aided greatly by sheer luck, at least in her view. She believed that due to the trial’s inherent design, only someone of Hoarfrost Gorge blood could realistically succeed.

The first task of the warrior’s trial was to secure a “Heart”.

She had to locate a “Heart” hidden by warriors somewhere in Hoarfrost Gorge and return it to the tribe’s haven. While the harsh environment of Hoarfrost Gorge drained Maya’s stamina, she was a battle-hardened mercenary.

Additionally, having traveled with Khan, she had unknowingly improved her skills significantly, so securing the target wasn’t overly difficult.

But it was from that moment onward that Maya truly experienced what the “warrior’s trial” was.

From encountering white-skinned goblins to wolves with split tails, orcs that could easily crush greenskins from outside, and even other children from Hoarfrost Gorge undergoing the same trial.

She had to protect herself and the “Heart” from various creatures attracted by its scent of blood, all the way back to the haven.

There was no time to rest, and she lost all sense of time as she ran. Despite this, frost Hollow’s environment relentlessly sapped her strength.

When she was eventually surrounded by a group of Frost Orcs, she could barely remember how she survived. Had she grabbed a bone spear from the first orc that lunged at her—?

“What are you so lost in thought about? Having second thoughts?”

“Ah, lady Ludmilla.”

Startled by Ludmilla’s voice, Maya snapped out of her reverie and bowed her head. She then asked what Ludmilla meant by her question.

“Second thoughts?”

“About whether it would have been better to abandon Argon and run.”

“Oh… No, I don’t really think that.”

“Then?”

After a brief hesitation, Maya looked around and said,

“It reminded me of my time in Hoarfrost Gorge. There were this many dead orcs back then too. I couldn’t remember much of what happened at the time…. But now it’s all clear, which is quite surprising.”

“Hmm, really?”

Ludmilla replied with little genuine curiosity as she surveyed the scattered corpses of orcs around them.


Of the hundred orcs, half had been burned or crushed by her magic, while the other half had been pierced through the forehead or beheaded.

Considering these orcs were the real deal from the Land of Warriors, it was quite an incredible achievement.

‘She’s definitely changed somehow.’

Ludmilla didn’t fully grasp the exact reason behind Maya Eldred’s exponential growth in skill. After all, she was a mage, not a warrior.

The clear fact, however, was that all of Khan’s companions, including Maya, had achieved tremendous growth.

“Ladies, the reconnaissance is complete. It seems this group is just an advance party.”

A man who appeared suddenly, seemingly moving through the trees without a sound, spoke. Alejandro cleaned the blood off his ‘magic spike’ with his sleeve as he spoke.

“I found someone who seemed to be the commander messing around at the back, so I cut his throat.”

For Alejandro to casually mention killing the commander of the scouting party, who would have been quite formidable even among the warriors of the Land of Warriors, was something unheard of for his former self.

Yet Ludmilla was undoubtedly certain.

If Maya Eldred was the one who had shown the most remarkable growth in Hoarfrost Gorge, then the person who had fully realized his innate potential was none other than Alejandro.

However, she didn’t outwardly acknowledge this. There was a tacit understanding between Maya and Ludmilla that praising the frivolous Alejandro might lead him to make mistakes.

Instead, Ludmilla inquired about Alejandro’s report.

“Really? What was the commander doing?”

“He was building some kind of altar and squeezing corpses like washing laundry. He looked just like a demon worshipper…”

***

The Crown Prince of the Argon Kingdom.

No, now King Orion, the new ruler, had successfully restored order to the chaotic domestic affairs within a few months, showcasing his brilliance.

He also sought close cooperation with the autonomous North Emergency Committee, acknowledging their independence while letting the royal family handle some functions to maintain balance.

This was a conscious effort, aware of the presence of the ‘Dragon Slayer’ behind the North Emergency Committee.


Under King Orion’s reign, it seemed the Argon Kingdom was on the verge of enjoying a golden age—

“What about the border recovery?”

“Thanks to the efforts of Black Wing Duke, we’ve managed to restore the border and push back the frontlines. He plans to stay at the front until the stronghold is fully recovered…”

“Dispatch two Royal Guards to assist Black Wing Duke.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

—until the monsters overflowing from the Land of Warriors swept through the frontier kingdoms.

More than ten frontier kingdoms had already fallen to the greenskins. The remaining kingdoms could be counted on one hand, with the Argon Kingdom being particularly vulnerable.

‘They’re driving hordes of wild greenskins into the Empire to keep the frontlines busy while they eliminate the frontier kingdoms. Before engaging in full-scale war, they seek to secure their rear. That creature understands the order of war well, like a seasoned general.’

And the next target of “that creature” would undoubtedly be the Argon Kingdom. With his extraordinary genius, King Orion was confident in his convictions.

“Your Majesty. There are mercenaries requesting an audience to relay some news…”

“Let them in.”

The mention of “mercenaries” by his minister brought a gleam to King Orion’s eyes, and he immediately ordered them to be brought in.

Normally, a nation’s ruler wouldn’t be so welcoming towards mere mercenaries. However, the “mercenaries” referred to by the Argon royal family were different.

“I’m glad to see you safe, comrades of the hero.”

These individuals were the companions of the Dragon Slayer who had saved the kingdom and were currently pushing back the frontlines with their tremendous exploits. Without their presence, the kingdom would have had to considerably retract their frontlines.

“It seems you have successfully defended Faruthan Hill.”

“Well, my ladies managed to push them all back. But… we discovered something bizarre among them.”

“Bizarre?”

King Orion furrowed his brow.

Their party included a witch from the Forest of Inverted Cross who commanded mysterious spells. Naturally, this bizarre discovery would also be attributed to Ludmilla’s insights.


“Even to Dame Ludmilla’s discerning eyes, it seemed bizarre?”

King Orion’s attitude towards Ludmilla was very cautious.

He treated her not merely as a common mercenary but almost as an equal leader. Anyone who had witnessed Ludmilla’s spellwork would acknowledge King Orion’s demeanor.

The Karuna Plains, currently occupied by Orion’s forces, were originally captured by the greenskins but reclaimed by Ludmilla alone.

“Your Majesty. They had constructed some kind of altar and were draining the blood from corpses over it.”

“A heinous act. But what exactly makes it bizarre? I require further explanation.”

Although King Orion possessed outstanding talents, his long years spent in a comatose state had left him with gaps in detailed knowledge.

To his mind, greenskins indulging in such gruesome rituals was hardly surprising. But the warriors from the Land of Warriors were different.

“May I speak, Your Majesty. Maya of House Eldred. Greenskin warriors do not conduct such demonic rituals. To them, their God is the ‘battle’ itself, and battling itself is their sacred ritual.”

“But they were engaging in a bizarre ritual in the middle of a war…?”

With his typically astute mind, King Orion grasped what the Dragon Slayer’s companions were implying.

The appearance of the King of Warriors and the pan-continental war was expected, but if there was a strange ritual involved…

“It seems we need to investigate this further. Do you think the Empire is aware of this?”

“Given the Empire’s capabilities, they likely are. Especially since our lord is there.”

Our lord.

At the mention of the Dragon Slayer, King Orion’s eyes lit up. The thought that if the one who felled the resurrected ancient dragon could intervene, there might be hope in this seemingly hopeless war made his heart swell.

But he quickly shook his head to dispel the thought he had conjured.

‘Even if he rode day and night, it would take over ten days to reach the kingdom from the Empire. Factoring in delays due to greenskins scattered everywhere, we’d have to hold out for over a month.’

A month.

It might seem short, but for the Argon Kingdom, it was an unbearably long time.

“The King of Warriors is crossing the Potsral Mountain Range as we speak. It’s less than a fortnight before that monster reaches the northern frontlines. And… with our current resources, the kingdom cannot withstand him.”

In the past, they could consider a final stand behind the royal city’s Dragon Scale Walls. But the walls, obliterated by the Dragon Slayer’s strike, had yet to be restored.

Moreover, King Orion himself was currently stationed at the northern front to boost the morale of the kingdom’s army.

“Would you accept one final request from the companions of the hero?”

It was then that Ludmilla, who had previously only communicated her opinions through Alejandro, silently nodded for the first time. Seeing this, King Orion smiled faintly as he voiced his final request.

“Please go to the Empire and inform them of the ‘suspicious signs’ Lady Ludmilla discovered. Convince the Empire to decisively resolve this issue. That is the only way to overcome this national crisis.”

This wasn’t a request to risk their lives fighting alongside him. It was a plea for them to abandon the sinking ship.

“Your Majesty…!”

Understanding the underlying meaning, Maya couldn’t help but exclaim. But King Orion’s resolve was unyielding.

Originally, these individuals had come to the Argon Kingdom seeking something left behind in the Forest of Inverted Cross by the witch. They had been swept into the sudden outbreak of war due to the greenskins.

Although they had been generously compensated, the remuneration hardly matched the risk to the lives of the Dragon Slayer’s companions.

‘They are too valuable to lose in this futile war.’

Moreover, they were the companions of a hero. If he were to endanger them in a bid to save the kingdom, he wouldn’t be able to face ‘him’. Therefore, King Orion decided to send them away.

“The Argon Kingdom will maintain the frontlines for now. By unlocking the royal treasury and conscripting the royal guard and knights from all regions, we can buy enough time. If you could summon reinforcements from the Empire during that period…”

As King Orion was giving a comforting, albeit face-saving ‘request’ to allay their concerns, he suddenly clutched his chest and faltered.

“Your Majesty?”

At the unsettling sight of the king clutching his chest, Maya panicked, and the royal guards moved to support him. But King Orion shrugged off the royal guards and burst out of the hastily erected command tent.

A king who had come to the frontlines dashing out of his command post would naturally draw attention. However, surprisingly few eyes were on King Orion.

Whoosh. Whoosh!

An immense presence shadowed the vast Karuna Plains, where thousands of soldiers were stationed.

“A dragon…!”

Not a mistake made upon seeing a large serpent. Many in the Argon Kingdom’s army had witnessed the Golden Dragon Areolus, and the entity now in the sky emanated a palpable aura reminiscent of Areolus.

“Your Majesty! Step back!”

The royal guards, who had followed King Orion out and pulled him back, drew their swords. Their fierce resolve signified their determination to make up for their lack of action during the previous Areolus incident.

“No… It’s not…”

But King Orion somehow knew.

“It’s not an enemy!”

For some reason, he sensed no animosity from the dragon. As the royal guards, unable to comprehend Orion’s words, looked at the dragon occupying the sky above.

“It’s descending!”

With a majestic gesture that showed no concern for the chaos on the ground, the dragon landed in front of King Orion. And a familiar, welcome voice echoed across the Karuna Plains.

“Fortunately, it seems I’m not too late.”

“Is that…”

After the King of Warriors had ignited the war, a constant shadow had been cast over King Orion’s face. Now, a blush of excitement returned to his cheeks.

“It’s been a while, Crown Prince.”

The Dragon Slayer had returned.
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“Well, look who it is! Boss…!”

The person who responded the quickest and most boisterously was Alejandro. He had approached Khan so silently and swiftly that it startled him, almost causing him to miss it even with Karyan’s eyes.

“So, you’ve gone and changed jobs on your own while hiding in Hoarfrost Gorge.”

“Huh?”

“That’s a compliment. You’ve become useful.”

Alejandro looked up at Khan with sparkling eyes, surprised by the unexpected praise. Even though it hadn’t been long since they parted, Khan seemed even more formidable, having tamed a dragon in the meantime.

‘As expected of the boss…!’

Alejandro’s mind raced, imagining that Khan must have intervened in some incident and tamed a rampaging dragon to ride here and help them.

As Alejandro was mentally demoting the dragon—Natrix—to the status of a mere “lizard drunk on power” a voice filled with menace rang out.

“Insolent mortal. Who are you calling a lizard?”

“… Eek!”

Appearing to read his thoughts, Natrix’s voice made Alejandro jump and his eyes widen.

“This one. May I punish him?”

“As long as you don’t kill him. Though, take it easy. You saw him on the way here, right?”

“He’ll be able to fight. In fact, I’ll make him fight even better.”

Natrix, with her head inches from Alejandro’s face, made a menacing remark that blurred the lines between jest and threat.

“You’ve become stronger. I can feel it. A power you didn’t have before.”

“Ludmilla.”

Ludmilla approached naturally, seemingly unfazed by Natrix’s majestic presence. Khan instantly felt that something had changed in her as well.

“Glad you’re here. I was just thinking we needed more hands. How’s your task going?”


“It’s mostly done. We found some unexpected gains, actually. We were about to reap the rewards when I heard about this.”

“Is that so? Then we’d better wrap things up quickly.”

“Indeed.”

Khan glanced around the battlefield and then quietly observed Maya, standing firmly nearby. As a fellow warrior, he could tell.

He could sense the hardships Maya had endured during her warrior’s trial, the resolve with which she had faced and overcome them, and the tremendous growth she had achieved.

“You did well.”

“It was nothing.”

They didn’t need an elaborate exchange of mutual praise or politeness. Their reunion was marked by a few succinct words, almost brusque, and it was enough. The rest would be shown on the battlefield.

“My apologies for keeping you waiting.”

“I wouldn’t want to interrupt your reunion with your comrades.”

King Orion smiled warmly, waving his hand dismissively. There was no trace of pretense in his words, and Khan sensed only genuine goodwill from him.

“Moreover, it seems we have much to discuss. Please, come inside.”

***

King Orion briefly wondered if that enormous dragon could fit inside the command tent, but dragons defied human expectations as always.

“Hmm. You are quite beautiful in human form as well.”

The dragon, which seemed to fill the entire Karuna Plains, transformed into a small child with a doll-like appearance.

Though he had heard of beings like Tilly Ashanumos, a drake who could transform into a human, he hadn’t expected true dragons to assume human form due to their pride.

“What are you, carrying the scent of my kin? I can’t sense it now, but there’s a faint residual trace.”

Twitch—

The ones who reacted were not King Orion but the royal guards escorting him. Logically, they knew the small girl was the fearsome dragon, but seeing her disrespect their king in such a form made them react instinctively.


“Were you mixed? No, it was something you inherited. You had a strong trace among others. Though it’s been extracted now, remnants remain.”

“That must be the ‘Dragon’s Eye’ (龍眼), a legendary ability.”

King Orion, however, was unfazed and rather expressed genuine admiration. Having once carried the transcendent essence of a dragon himself, meeting a dragon he could converse with piqued his curiosity.

“Natrix. We don’t have much time.”

“Yes, I know. I didn’t plan on talking for long anyway.”

Twitch…

The royal guards reacted again. Seeing the arrogant dragon, who had regarded their king like a “curious animal”, seemingly cower at Khan’s words, increased their admiration for him tenfold.

‘As expected of the Dragon Slayer…!’

All of them had witnessed the scene of Khan slaying the golden dragon and laying waste to the royal city. Already holding Khan in high regard, their respect for him blossomed even more.

‘A Dragon Slayer who tamed a dragon…!’

Thus, while unaware of it, Khan had solidified his name in Argon’s history as the Dragon Slayer who subdued a dragon. But he had no time to indulge in the royal guards’ sentiments.

“Crown Prince… Or perhaps I should say, King now.”

“Feel free to speak informally. I always seem to be on the receiving end of your assistance, so I don’t intend to insist on formalities. Let’s skip the unnecessary rituals and get straight to the point.”

“Then let me get straight to the conclusion.”

“The greenskin army is already close by.”

King Orion did not show any sign of panic at this startling revelation.

He didn’t waste time wondering about the scouts monitoring the Potsral Mountain Range’s movements or why there hadn’t been any reports from the frontlines if the enemy had gotten so close.

“The Dragon Slayer must have flown here and seen something from the sky that we overlooked.”

“You’re quite right.”

Khan replied.


“In fact, I saw an old, familiar face. Ludmilla, do you remember why we first met?”

“Of course… Ah, are you saying you saw…?”

“Yes. It was an ogre.”

King Orion’s eyes widened slightly upon hearing this tremendous revelation.

“An ogre? Are you saying an ogre managed to push this far to the frontlines? But… how could it hide its enormous size?”

“People often overlook this, but the creatures from the Land of Warriors aren’t just crazed monsters obsessed with battle. They’re exceptionally skilled at fighting. Probably the most adept at war on this continent. And remember, the kingdom has previously allowed an ogre incursion.”

“The eastern frontier…!”

“It seems the scouts are all dead. Those mad creatures must have erased the kingdom’s eyes while leading the ogre to our doorstep.”

An ogre’s presence spelled disaster. A single ogre could decimate an entire legion, and if it was advancing with an army of greenskin warriors, the threat was even greater.

“We should consider pulling back the frontlines and concentrating our forces—”

King Orion began to suggest a strategy against the ogre when suddenly—

Thud… Thud… Thud…!

A heavy tremor, almost resembling an earthquake, shook the command tent. Everyone inside recognized that this wasn’t a natural earthquake but the steps of some massive creature.

“Distract the frontlines and send a separate force to hit the main body… classic tactics.”

And at the same time, it was deadly effective.

‘These bastards are a pain, both in games and reality.’

Khan’s gaze turned towards the source of the tremors.

“First, let’s deal with those things.”

***

King Orion was intelligent but inexperienced. Although he had seen greenskin warriors from afar, he had never closely experienced war against them. And at this moment. He began to understand just what kind of monsters greenskin warriors were.

‘Are those really the same greenskins?’

The Karuna Plains encampment didn’t even have proper walls. The frontlines were north of Ro-Elfelan, at the boundary of the Potsral Mountain Range, guarded by Black Wing Duke and thousands of troops—the kingdom’s mightiest force.

With such formidable defense in place, King Orion had felt secure enough to establish a temporary encampment in the vulnerable Karuna Plains.

But that frontline had been breached, and now their vanguard was here.

“Woo! Woo! Woo! Woo! Woo!”

Every time they let out their bizarre war cries, the tattoos etched on their bodies writhed along with their muscles. These monstrous fighting machines stood over 1.5 times taller than regular greenskins and possessed the brute strength to surpass knights wielding aura.

And most notably,

Thud…! Thud…! Thud──!

It was as if the very walls were moving. A colossal figure emerged onto the Karuna Plains, its sheer size making it seem as if the landscape itself was shifting.

So suddenly.

“A g-giant…!”

The fearful mutter of a soldier spread like wildfire.

A giant.

Yes, a giant.

“How can a creature that massive… just be a greenskin?”

What else could a being towering over the Dragon Scale Walls of the royal city be but a giant? It was an overwhelming monster, seemingly impossible to contend with.

That thought was oddly comforting. It was easier to think of it as an unbeatable monster rather than face the guilt of running from it. The soldiers on Karuna Plains dubbed the ogre a giant, and everyone agreed.

Group psychology spreads quickly. Especially when the emotion is as infectious as fear. The presence of the dragon soaring above them was almost completely forgotten, overtaken by the sheer terror inspired by the ogre.

“A giant, huh…”

Someone sneered at the soldiers dubbing the ogre a giant. King Orion, surprised at how close the man’s voice was, turned quickly to face him.

It was Khan.

For some reason, he was smirking at the panicked soldiers shouting “A giant has appeared!”

What’s so amusing?

King Orion, momentarily forgetting his fear, was about to ask Khan, when Khan’s muttered words made his eyes widen in shock.

“That thing’s no giant… They only call it that because they’ve never seen a real one.”

There was no time to ask what he meant.

Bam!

The explosive sound overwhelmed their ears as Khan launched himself in a great arc through the air. Can a human really jump like that? King Orion watched in awe, the movement seeming more magical than any spell.

And then—

His already widened eyes threatened to pop out of their sockets. Khan was headed straight for the ogre.

“An ogre…!”

Indeed.

Khan intended to deal with the ogre amidst the greenskins single-handedly. Of course, Khan was strong. His strike against the golden dragon had left lasting marks on the royal city. But that strike had also left him depleted, rendering him unconscious for quite some time.

If he aimed to take down that massive creature with a similar strike now. He would end up defenseless, right in the midst of the greenskin warriors.

“We must help him…!”

King Orion, leaving the panicked and nearly uncontrollable soldiers behind, intended to send his companions and elite knights in a wedge formation to rescue Khan.

But it was Natrix who stopped him.

“Don’t do anything unnecessary and just keep an eye on those dazed fools.”

“Something unnecessary…!”

He couldn’t just let the kingdom’s hero die. King Orion, ready to glare at Natrix for her seemingly callous words, was interrupted by a sound that echoed across the entire Karuna Plains.

Creeeeaaak!!

A crisp, clean sound, like that of an experienced lumberjack splitting a log, resonated through the field.

The soldiers, who had been panicking, the knights who were resolutely ready to rescue their hero, and King Orion, who was about to reprimand Natrix, all turned their heads in unison.

Khan stood there, axe embedded in the colossal ogre’s head, looking back at them. He appeared completely unscathed, as if demonstrating to everyone that this beast was nothing.

And then, Natrix’s words left everyone stunned with the same expression of shock.

“You’re all worrying too much about a guy who just came back from handling a real giant.”
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“As expected, the bigger they are, the heavier the impact.”

The satisfying heft of the hand axe striking directly into the ogre’s crown brought a smile to Khan’s lips.

‘Nice.’

A weapon created with the combined efforts of the Dwarf King, William, and his comrades. The power of ‘Unyielding’ far exceeded Khan’s expectations.

The grade above the legendary.

Starting from unique, items have distinct characteristic options, and these unique options all boast amazing performance. Generally, it means higher coefficients or broader usability.

And the core unique option of this Unyielding was ‘piercing damage proportional to strength.’

『Strength: 84』 +1

Sssheee… Boom!!!

Unyielding embedded itself once again in the ogre’s crown with a satisfying impact.

The terrifying sound echoed across the Karuna Plains, indicating that a typical creature would have died already. Without any hesitation, Khan raised his arm gripping Unyielding once more.

“No way it’s dead already.”

It was an ogre. And not just any ogre, but one raised in the Land of Warriors, so it wouldn’t die unless its skull was completely smashed.

“Kuo-oo-oh…!”

As expected, even with its crown split open, revealing white bone, the ogre didn’t die, and it swung its fist at its own head with a roar.

Thud!

Borrowing the power of the wind spirit, Khan leapt downward swiftly, though he couldn’t help but feel a moment of dizziness. To hit its own head with full force just to swat away a fly, and still have its skull remain intact, was astonishing.

“Well, it doesn’t matter.”

Ogres were troublesome monsters.

In the past, when hunting ogres in the Argon Kingdom with Ludmilla, Khan vividly remembered the struggle, sweating blood while dealing with an ogre even weaker than a typical adult ogre.


If Ludmilla hadn’t blown off its head with a massive destructive spell, it might have been impossible to kill it in the end.

But now, things are different.

“Brace yourself.”

His fist was akin to magic. Khan sprang upwards, using the foothold created by the wind spirit. It was just when the ogre was turning its head to spot the annoying fly after recovering from the self-inflicted blow. In mid-air, Khan’s eyes met those of the ogre.

“Physical magic incoming.”

Before the emotion of anger could even appear in the ogre’s eyes.

Crrack!

Boom──!!

Not with an axe, but with Khan’s bare fist, he struck the ogre’s jaw. Despite their tough skulls, the susceptible point for Greenskins, which resemble humanoids, is naturally the jaw.

Hooong! Hoooong!

In an instant, the ogre lost its sense of balance, flailing its arms wildly. However, even such desperate thrashing was enough to crush rocks, making it clear that any single attack allowed would be fatal for Khan, a human.

Moreover, Khan had to stay close to attack the ogre. The ogre, instinctively sensing this, engaged in this kind of wild attack.

‘Let’s end this.’

Khan, precisely predicting its psychology, launched a strike that pierced through the air and skewered the ogre’s head.

Crack──!!

With Unyielding’s throw power increase option and the critical strike to the head, the attack literally ground the ogre’s face to dust. Even though it tried to regenerate, there was no head left to regenerate.

The ogre swung its arms a few more times, showcasing its stubborn vitality even without a head, but those were its final death throes. Its massive body, unable to withstand the impact of the Dragon Fang Cannon, toppled over, crushing other Greenskins beneath it.

Where they came from was unknown, but the Greenskins were densely packed into the Karuna Plains. The fallen one ogre’s body alone was enough to kill dozens of orcs and trolls.

“…….”

“…….”


The impact of the ogre’s death was more than just the death of Greenskins. The lively Karuna Plains, filled with the cries of Greenskins and terrified soldiers, suddenly fell silent.

The creator of that silence, “What are you all doing.”

Later to be known in the Argon Kingdom as the great warrior who slew dragons and giants, Khan jutted his chin.

“I took down the leader, now it’s your turn to earn your keep.”

***

The Greenskin tactic of bypassing the frontline to strike the command post was certainly a threat. Without even defensive walls, it was a fact that the generals couldn’t fend off the swarming warriors and ogres.

However, someone like Khan was an extraordinary variable who could demolish the opponent’s precisely aimed tactic head-on.

“You gotta be kidding me, the experience bar didn’t budge at all.”

The one who single-handedly turned the tide of battle, Khan, grumbled as he glanced at his experience bar.

As the Greenskins, who were aggroed by the human warrior who felled the ogre, swarmed him, the kingdom’s forces, fully regrouped and morale restored, began to push back the Greenskin detachment.

The distinguished performances of Maya and Alejandro also stood out. Maya pierced the warriors’ head with her terrifying thrusts. Alejandro, amidst the chaotic battlefield, erased his presence and assassinated particularly conspicuous enemies.

Of course, their achievements paled in comparison to Ludmilla.

During her stay in the Hoarfrost Gorge, she had apparently gained something significant, allowing her to freely manipulate spatial spells even though the Mage Tower had yet to establish a proper framework for such magic.

As such, the detachment that could have inflicted serious losses on the Argon Kingdom or killed King Orion was stopped─

“So, did you see? I made a flashy show on purpose, but I couldn’t see a thing with my eyes.”

“They only seem to have intervened enough to move them here. I can only read traces with my eyes.”

From the beginning to the end of the battle, Khan, covered in blood, approached Natrix, who had been observing the battle in human form, and asked.

King Orion couldn’t understand the sequence of the conversation and tilted his head in confusion, so Khan tactfully provided additional explanation.

“Our king seems to think I confirmed their movement from above the sky, but their movement couldn’t have been observed from the air.”

“What? Then how did you detect their approach, something unseen from both the ground and the sky?”


“Well, I saw them pouring out after opening space.”

“Opening space…?”

King Orion looked at Khan with an expression demanding a more detailed explanation. Khan then turned his gaze toward Natrix.

“Although I didn’t see it clearly, Natrix confirmed it with her Dragon’s Eyes. If it’s the front lines, they might have started noticing by now.”

“Was it perhaps their altars causing the problem?”

At that moment, a person stepped forward as if he knew something.

Within the kingdom’s army, he was a man surrounded by mysterious rumors, such as being a top-class assassin trained by the Empire or an assassination weapon created by the Kingdom through experiments.

“I saw something while on recon…”

It was Alejandro.

“Big sis said that Greenskins don’t perform such rituals, right?”

“Oh, they do have rituals. They worship battle, after all. But this time, the focus of the ritual was the issue.”

“The focus? Are you saying those horrific Greenskins are summoning demons?”

Alejandro cracked a joke to lighten the post-battle atmosphere and chuckled. Then, he braced himself for the scolding he expected from Khan for uttering nonsense. However, the anticipated scolding didn’t come.

“You’ve become sharp. Yes, they are worshiping a demon.”

“…What? Boss, are you serious?”

“What else could have allowed those massive things to reach us unseen?”

“No way…!”

The one who reacted to Khan’s question was Maya. During the journey, she proudly recounted her encounters with Khan, and she remembered hearing something similar in one of those stories.

“The high-level dark magic used by the fallen one one clergy…! Did the Greenskins use that?”

And her suspicion was accurate.

“It’s a dark magic called ‘Aecharis’s Pit.’

To be precise, they borrowed the power of Aecharis, which devours space. The ‘ritual’ Alejandro saw at the front line was likely for that. Such events are probably happening all over the front lines.”

The Scion of the Arch Demon, aecharis.

This creature is the mastermind behind this war.

Thump- Thump-

As Khan sensed Aecharis, the Heart of Predation began to race.

‘You seem impatient, aecharis.’

Aecharis’s goal was, of course, to reclaim a part of the power residing in Khan’s other heart. And since Aecharis revealed itself, there would be a reaction from their side as well.

‘I have to wait patiently until then… that’s the plan, isn’t it?’

A corner of Khan’s mouth lifted in a sly grin.

“I shall head to the front lines. I need to see with my own eyes what kind of chaos that creature is causing there. In the meantime, King Orion, you should use my name and contact the Imperial family….”

***

The Land of Warriors.

There exists only one rule there.

“Krrk. My King, the detachment has been annihilated─”

Crunch.

Win and seize.

And the King of Warriors is the being who has won every battle and seized everything.

The appearance of the ‘King’ always heralded a bloodstorm across the continent, and the Empire had to muster all its strength to face him. Now, the ‘King’ who reappeared after hundreds of years was far more peculiar than his predecessors.

“Pathetic. Underling…!”

The ‘King’ was the smallest being.

Always a being fleeing from the countless monsters in the Land of Warriors, scavenging the corpses left behind to barely survive day by day.

“Worm. You are! Even though you borrowed. The power of the God of Battle!”

But he changed. With the blessing from the God of Battle, he grew stronger by devouring corpses, and at some point, began attacking live orc warriors as prey.

And eventually, he became the ‘King’.

There was no one in the Land of Warriors who could oppose him, and though the smallest being, he became the strongest Greenskin.

Warriors called this ‘King’ the Little Giant.

“Krrk. Little Giant!”

A troll fighter leading a tribe in the Land of Warriors approached, bowing.

The King—the Little Giant—was stuffing the corpse of a subordinate, whose head he had just crushed, into his small mouth, listening to the report.

“Krrk. The altar preparations are complete!”

Gnash gnash.

Using an abnormally large mouth to munch the troll fighter’s corpse down to the bones, the Little Giant stood up.

“Keek. To the front lines. Our God is waiting to descend!”
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“Huff. It’s endless….”

The pillar of the kingdom’s army at the front lines.

Black Wing Duke removed his helmet, drenched in sweat.

“Father, we are still on the front lines.”

“My daughter, Lucia. Haven’t we already killed all those that dared to attack?”

“No.”

Shwack! Boom!

With a blank expression that was clear even through her helmet, Lucia imbued her arrow with aura and fired, exploding the skull of a troll fighter lying in wait.

“It seems someone didn’t know that troll warriors possess vitality far surpassing that of ordinary trolls.”

“Uhm… These slackers. I need to retrain them.”

The Black Wing Duke, who had inadvertently exposed a critical point to the enemy attempting to ambush him, cleared his throat.

Though the aura he constantly maintained would protect him from a single surprise attack, Lucia was reminding him to recognize his role as the pillar of the kingdom.

More than anything, as his daughter, Lucia couldn’t help but worry about the excessive burdens her father was carrying.

“But don’t worry too much. Since the ‘incident’, my body feels like it’s returned to its prime.”

Lucia frowned at her optimistic father’s words but soon turned away without a reply. She had witnessed the truth of his words up close.

‘Mrs. Roswell… she did something, didn’t she?’

During the Golden Dragon revival turmoil in the royal castle, the Black Wing Duke had lost consciousness due to Mrs. Roswell. When he awoke, it was as if he had been reborn, reclaiming his robust physique.

While this was good news for the kingdom, Lucia couldn’t take joy in it.

‘Who knows what tricks that woman might have up her sleeve?’

Leaving the Black Wing Duke behind to oversee the battlefield, Lucia returned to the command tent at the rear of the front lines to sort through the backlog of reports.


There were plenty of competent strategists and officers with administrative skills attached by the royal family. There were also commanders sent by noble families aiming to earn merits.

In fact, some families had even sent their heads to the front lines. Lucia, the deputy commander of the royal guard, was acting as the chief commander in place of the Black Wing Duke because there was no one else trustworthy.

‘Maintaining the front lines is reaching its limit….’

The Argon Kingdom had previously lost its border. It was recovered thanks to the immense efforts of the Black Wing Duke, who had grown stronger, and the comrades of the Dragon Slayer. Now, to maintain the hard-fought front lines, the Black Wing Duke had barely gotten any sleep.

Nevertheless, it wasn’t enough. The number of Greenskins flooding in from the Land of Warriors was endless, while the skill of the kingdom’s soldiers was gradually declining.

There weren’t many competent commanders or strategists, and desertions among the soldiers were quietly increasing. Given the disturbing movements of the Greenskins recently, it seemed likely that the northern front would have to be abandoned.

‘Then, the next line of defense will be Ro-Elpellan….’

“Deputy Commander Lucia, urgent report from the rear!”

“What is it?”

A dispatch had arrived for Lucia, who was crafting contingency plans for how to move if the front lines were breached, in place of the Black Wing Duke who had no interest in commanding.

If it was an urgent report from further back than the command tent at the rear of the front lines, it meant it was from the Karuna Plains where King Orion resided.

‘Suddenly?’

With curiosity and concern, Lucia sent away the subordinate who delivered the dispatch and quickly read the opening lines, only to gape in shock.

“A detachment?!”

Although it bore the seal of King Orion, making it authentic, the contents were hard to believe.

The northern front was supposedly under complete control by the kingdom’s forces, so how could Greenskin warriors, including ogres, have descended to assault the Karuna Plains?

However, the latter part of the dispatch held even more shocking news.

‘The Dragon Slayer… has he returned?!’

Dragon Slayer Gordi Khan had reappeared, resolved the crisis, and planned to march north with a dragon to secure the front lines. The dispatch also revealed that a demon was the instigator, urging a strategic revision to minimize casualties.

“What on earth….”


Lucia’s face turned grim as she finished reading the report.

Detachment, ogres, dragon Slayer, dragons, demons…

Each of these words alone carried enough weight, but all together in one dispatch made maintaining composure almost impossible.

“This is something father must know.”

Lucia immediately set out to find the Black Wing Duke, who was busy organizing the battlefield. On her way, she tossed the dispatch bearing King Orion’s seal to the commanders and strategists who had come to discuss tactics with her.

However.

“Gaaaah…”

“Monster!”

Lucia’s efforts were in vain.

“Lucia! Run!”

A single monster had burst onto the scene.

“Father…?”

The Black Wing Duke’s side was hollow as if a giant crocodile had taken a bite out of him. The battlefield was strewn with the bodies of soldiers and knights, some missing parts of their bodies, and fewer than twenty survivors remained.

Nearly a hundred or two hundred people had been cleaning up the battlefield, but now—

“Lucia—! Get a grip!”

The Black Wing Duke’s shout brought Lucia back to her senses. But no matter how mentally prepared she was, the situation could not be changed by one person’s clarity alone.

“Keek. Kik. You taste pretty good. Wonder what flavor you are?”

The monster that had rampaged through the battlefield, grievously wounding the Black Wing Duke and devouring hundreds of soldiers and dozens of knights, spoke while drooling.

Surprisingly, it used the Argon Kingdom’s language, albeit somewhat slowly but fluently.

“What are you?”


“Krik! I asked. first!”

Though rare, it was not unheard of for monsters or Greenskins to learn human languages. Occasionally, highly intelligent individuals mastered human speech to hunt their prey.

But Greenskins—

And especially goblins—could not learn human languages due to their low intelligence.

Yet, the norms had long been shattered.

“A goblin… how…?”

The mere idea of a single goblin causing such a massacre was unbelievable. That a single goblin could inflict such serious injuries on the kingdom’s strongest, the Black Wing Duke, was inconceivable.

“Not. a Gob. lin! Kih.”

At that moment, the monster sneered at Lucia. Its expression was not clear due to its grotesque face, but the upward curve of its mouth revealed it was mocking her.

“I am. the Little Giant!”

A demonic tattoo emblazoned on its slender arm, smeared with bits of flesh, glowed crimson.

“King of Warriors. And. Apostle of the God of Battle!”

Wham.

The Black Wing Duke’s aura-forged sword slashed at the Little Giant, slicing off a chunk of its side. As soon as Lucia saw the cut hit the target, she drew her bow.

‘I just have to kill it here!’

What did it matter if the King of Warriors was a goblin, or if it attacked the front lines alone?

She just needed to kill it now. As Lucia’s eyes narrowed fiercely, she infused a steel arrow as long as a spear with her aura and fired.

“Lucia! Run away…!”

But then, her father’s face, screaming till his eyes seemed about to burst, filled her vision. Lucia couldn’t understand why her father was telling her to run.

“Kik. Human woman. Doesn’t look tasty. So I’ll just. kill you.”

It was only when darkness that filled her vision was revealed to be the gaping maw of the Little Giant that she realized.

Too late.

Crunch!

***

The Black Wing Duke screamed until his throat tore. The moment he saw the Little Giant’s grotesque maw consuming his daughter’s head, his heart pounded fiercely, and his blood boiled as if on fire.

Somehow feeling his armor was too small, he shredded it with his suddenly elongated claws. He ‘flew’ towards the Little Giant, who remained unmoving with his daughter’s head in its jaws.

Crackle!

The aura-infused claws slashed the Little Giant’s back. Despite being unscathed by the aura-forged sword strikes, the Little Giant bled and was flung aside, as the Black Wing Duke carefully cradled his daughter’s body. His eyes shook as if there was an earthquake.

“Lu…cia…?”

She wasn’t dead.-Despite having her entire head swallowed—

“When did you learn that?”

“……!”

The familiar voice shocked the Black Wing Duke. He realized why Lucia was unharmed.

“Well, it’s quite an amusing sight, but not as interesting as that monster. Black Wing Duke.”

“Ludmilla…!”

“To think it could bite through a spatial barrier. It’s definitely a servant of some demon.”

The witch of the Reversed Cross Forest and the Duke’s daughter, Ludmilla, had protected Lucia’s head with spatial magic.

“Th-Thank you….”

The Black Wing Duke’s snake-like slit pupils reflected a complex guilt—guilt from knowing about Ludmilla’s mistreatment by her family since childhood and not intervening.

But Ludmilla, seemingly uninterested in such trivial past matters, snapped her fingers.

“This isn’t the time to reminisce.”

Crack─!!

The Little Giant, with a mouth double the size of its body, lunged at Ludmilla, only to be stopped by an invisible barrier, gnashing its teeth in frustration. The Black Wing Duke, his side wound already healed, lunged at the Little Giant with his clawed feet, covered in scales.

The battle between the goblin adorned with demonic tattoos and the knight with hard scales and elongated claws looked more like a territorial fight between monsters.

But to everyone’s surprise, the Little Giant gained the upper hand.

Bam─! Thud!!

Within less than ten exchanges, the Little Giant sent the Black Wing Duke flying with its bare hands. It was unbelievable strength from such a small frame, even smaller than a typical goblin.

But the speed was even more astounding. Before the Black Wing Duke, who was flung into the air, could hit the ground, the Little Giant caught up and opened its maw wide.

“Gotcha.”

At that moment, Ludmilla clenched her fist while looking at the Little Giant. The space surrounding the Little Giant instantly morphed into a prison, trapping it.

Even though the Little Giant tried to break free with its tremendous strength, it couldn’t escape and began gnawing at the space itself to destroy it.

From behind, suddenly—

‘This is my chance to impress the boss!’

Alejandro, who had concealed himself with godlike stealth techniques, stabbed a magical awl into the Little Giant.

“Die, you monster!”

Squelch─.

Until now, Alejandro’s ‘Magical Awl’ had penetrated everything with ease. This time, it effortlessly pierced through the back of the Little Giant’s head, emerging from the other side’s head.

It was undeniably a fatal blow, and Alejandro was certain that he had successfully assassinated the Little Giant. At that moment, the Black Wing Duke, who had been knocked down by the Little Giant, rose to his feet and uttered the worst possible line one could say in such a situation.

“Cough! Cough… Is it… over…?”

“Damn it! The boss said never to say that during a fight!”

Alejandro recoiled in horror, quickly backing away from the Little Giant, as did the bewildered Black Wing Duke.

And then.

“Kik. Kikik! The God. does not. permit death!”

The Little Giant, expelling dark magic from every pore of its body, heralded the beginning of a second phase.

‘Boss! Hurry up and come deal with this… before we all get killed here!’
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While Alejandro and Ludmilla were sent to the front lines, Khan certainly wasn’t idle during this time. Seizing the opportunity as his comrades engaged the King of Warriors, he penetrated deeper past the front lines.

To the location where the ‘altar’ that could end this calamity once and for all was situated.

“There it is.”

『You didn’t need to tell me; I can see it.』

Khan had been enduring the sensation of clinging to the exterior of a helicopter for hours, relying on the wind spirit and dragon words to withstand Natrix’s flight.

As he crossed the Potsral Mountains, where waves of green monsters ceaselessly surged, and reached the Land of Warriors, Khan frowned at the scene below.

‘It looks disgusting.’

Dark, writhing masses were scattered across the Land of Warriors.

Their exterior resembled sticky blobs of tar, and overall, they had a form similar to larvae. However, they were covered with dozens, or even hundreds, of human-like mouths, making them appear incredibly dangerous.

‘The fact that these byproducts are already roaming around means… time is tighter than I thought.’

Khan had seen these things before. During the later stages of the Midland Quest, in the southern territories of the beastmen.

『Has the gate opened?』

Even Natrix noticed the writhing ‘byproducts’ below and seemed to grasp their nature. But her assumption was incorrect. Not yet—

“It’s only half-opened. Unlike in ancient times when demons roamed freely, the demons of the current era must offer sacrifices to manifest their true power in Midland. Those grotesque creatures are byproducts produced when a demon forces its power through the dimensional rift.”

That’s why they were called byproducts. Simultaneously, these grotesque entities serve a function similar to that of an ‘altar’.

“When the Greenskins feed those byproducts with the humans killed in the war, they directly fill their master’s belly.”

『You speak as though you’ve experienced this before.』

Khan gave a bitter smile at Natrix’s comment.

Not just experienced—

‘I know it too well.’


Having witnessed its presence up close and personal, it felt as if the ‘Heart of Predation’ in his right chest was pulsing like a real heart. The heart, which had undergone a transformation after absorbing the giant’s blood, seemed excited to face its origin.

It was inevitable, Khan muttered to himself.

It was a problem he had to solve sooner or later.

“The root cause of this situation is Aecharis.”

At Khan’s words, Natrix abruptly stopped flying. She seemed to doubt her ears, wanting to confirm if she heard the name correctly.

“You heard me right. These byproducts are created during Aecharis’s descent.”

Khan provided solid evidence to back his conviction.

‘In the game, when Aecharis descended, he waged war with these byproducts at the forefront.’

So, there was no way Khan had misidentified them.

『Aecharis… The Scion of the Arch Demon attempting to descend into Midland…? Whether that’s true or not, what reason would he have for such an uncertain gamble?』

Despite everything, Natrix couldn’t seem to fully believe it.

As she mentioned, Aecharis’s descent was indeed a gamble.

『No matter how many humans he sacrifices, he won’t be able to fully wield his true power. If the incarnation he descends with gets defeated, he would fall to a point where he couldn’t even claim to be the Scion of the Arch Demon anymore…』

“To him, it’s likely a very high-stakes gamble. Or perhaps, in his arrogance, he didn’t even consider the possibility of failure.”

At least, the Aecharis from the ‘Midland Quest’ likely descended under such beliefs. But the current Aecharis is different. He now has an urgent reason to descend.

‘It’s me. Because of me, he’s trying to descend faster and more aggressively than before.’

Having a part of his power stolen by a mere mortal due to the intervention of the Goddess of Justice would be a great humiliation for him. This also severely restricted the activities of his demon worshippers and led to the failure of his subordinate demons.

‘It’s no wonder he’s becoming desperate.’

This is why he resorted to such visible, drastic measures. However, the continent’s response was excessively delayed.

‘Of all times, when I was in the Paradise…’


Of course, the Empire planned to mobilize forces from all over for a grand extermination. But given the situation, Aecharis’s descent seemed imminent.

The frontier kingdoms being destroyed so quickly and easily contributed greatly to this predicament.

‘If only the other frontier kingdoms had managed to hold the front lines like the Argon Kingdom…’

Khan dismissed these rising thoughts from his mind. The situation had already happened, and he was now at the demon’s maw to resolve it.

“Whether it’s Aecharis or his father, the Arch Demon, if not now, there will be no chance.”

Khan patted Natrix’s scales, which had paused at the mention of ‘Aecharis’.

“It won’t take long, anyway.”

Once the altar at the center of the ritual is destroyed, it will be over.

***

Whooosh.

Boom───!!

Without any warning, the ground overturned, and an earthquake erupted. For the ‘shamans’ conducting the ritual in an otherwise inaccessible location, it was a bolt from the blue.

“Krrk. A human…?!”

“Not a human. A kin!”

“Krrk. Fell from the sky─”

Crack.

As if admonishing them for their idle chatter, the head of the shaman, who had been commenting on the presence that fell from the sky, was ripped off.

It was said to be almost impossible to decapitate a Greenskin fighter entirely even with swordmasters, yet it was done barehanded.

“Krrk! It’s the Gray Kin!”

The stunned shamans shook their wands, which looked like they were made from human bones. As they did, black energy began to swirl and emerge from the wand tips.


“Dark magic!”

Khan, who was called the Gray Kin by the Greenskins, sneered as he wiped the blood from his hands. He then used his agility to close the distance quickly. And in that instant, two of the most primitive yet efficient weapons were directed at the shamans using dark magic.

Boom. Boom.

The punched heads burst like balloons, and the axes lodged in their skulls split them in two. The overwhelming power was enough to render the Greenskins’ tough skin and incredible regenerative abilities useless.

However, Khan felt a strange sense of unease. It was weird to see Greenskin shamans, who were unheard of, and even more absurd that they had converted from warriors to shamans.

Despite this, Khan couldn’t shake off the feeling of unease.

“Why are they so weak?”

They were too weak. The Greenskin warriors were renowned for their strength, even in the game.

The Feral Orcs, with their formidable power, tough skin that refused to yield to blades, and regenerative abilities that could heal severe injuries in no time, posed a significant threat with their instinctual combat skills.

“They shouldn’t be this weak, regardless of whether they converted to shamans or not…”

Had he become too strong?

His level had increased by three just from the events in paradise, but this was beyond that level of growth.

“Natrix!”

Even as Khan pondered the source of his unease, he continued to slaughter the shamans with his hands and feet, shouting up at the sky.

He was trying to confirm with Natrix, who was observing the anomalies on the ground with her dragon’s power, if there were any suspicious elements.

But at some point, he realized something.

“Natrix’s consciousness is gone?!”

A dragon’s vast consciousness was usually observable from afar.

Yet, for some reason, her consciousness was nowhere to be seen. What was even more shocking was that even the dragon’s massive body, which should have been visible above, was nowhere to be seen.

“Krrk. Gray Kin! Die!”

“Divine consciousness! Interference!”

At that moment, the Greenskin shamans, who had seemingly died, reappeared as if from the ground, casting dark magic once more.

Of course, no matter how many shamans attacked, Khan was more than a match for them, and he dispatched them with his axe and fists, feeling a growing sense of unease.

“What’s going on?”

Natrix’s true form was enormous, and it was impossible to conceal her massive consciousness, even if she transformed into a human. So, what was happening now?

As Khan crushed and split the skulls of the shamans, he quickly scanned the surroundings. The enormous altar carved from human bones had long been shattered during his descent, leaving only the auxiliary altars scattered around.

And on the ground lay the shattered remains of the Greenskin shamans…

“The bodies are gone.”

The remnants that should have been scattered all around from the violent deaths were nowhere to be seen. It was as if everything had been an illusion from the start.

However, the Greenskin shamans he killed weren’t fakes. The presence felt from them through Karyan’s Eye was undeniably real.

Surveying the areas where the bodies should have been, Khan dropped his arms limply as he reached a conclusion about the situation. The continuous detection of these extraordinary anomalies could only mean one thing.

“It was a trap.”

This place was a trap designed from the beginning to lure one mortal. And no sooner than he realized that fact,

『Did you expect to live after defying Aecharis?』

A presence emerged—one that used the entire Greenskin race as pawns and sacrificed countless humans from frontier kingdoms just to trap one mortal.

『Wretched mortal. Your soul will be a plaything for demons for eternity, and your flesh will become the vanguard of hell, ravaging the land of the damned.』

The Scion of the Arch Demon.

The monster known as the Demon that Devours Worlds.

“Aecharis.”

『Yes, you scum. The Lord of Hell has descended. The Demon that Devours Worlds, the firstborn of the great Arch Demon, Aecharis has──!!』

From beneath the ground, the larvae-like masses—Aecharis’s byproducts—emerged. These byproducts coalesced to form a massive maw. And through the maw of the Demon that Devours Worlds, a monstrous being that should have been on the front lines of the Argon Kingdom arrived via spatial transcendence.

“Kik. Kikik. Gordi Khan. I’ve found you.”

A goblin with a frame small enough to be mistaken for a child and a body so frail it could be twisted with one hand. The Little Giant drooled and laughed. Chewing on pieces of what seemed to be ‘human’ flesh.

“I’ll eat you too. Just like your comrades.”
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“Like my comrades, you say…”

Khan’s eyes gleamed sharply. The mere thought that a goblin could have taken down Ludmilla, Alejandro, and Maya and devoured their bodies was infuriating.

“You think just because you became a demon’s contractor, you’re something special?”

“Kik! Not a demon. Contractor; I am. an apostle. of a God!”

Though he mocked the creature, Khan, as a veteran of the Midland Quest, knew not to underestimate it.

A demon contractor.

Unlike ordinary worshippers who offer their souls and sacrifices to borrow a demon’s power, a demon contractor receives a portion of the demon’s power directly, similar to the relationship between a God and its apostle.

An apostle of a God typically gains superhuman abilities. Depending on the God’s rank, an apostle can even reach the level of a transcendent.

‘If it’s Aecharis’s contractor…’

It would be correct to consider them at least on par with the apostles of the highest divine gods. At a minimum, they would be at the extreme pinnacle of superhuman strength, and purely in terms of power, they could even touch the level of transcendents.

The memory of the fearsome divine aura displayed by the southern Beast King when he became a demon contractor during the war with the Empire in ‘Midland Quest’ made Khan’s eyes narrow with heightened tension.

‘It’s possible Ludmilla couldn’t handle it.’

Even if she had reached a new level of magic in the Hoarfrost Gorge, a solo mage tends to have lower combat effectiveness compared to their specs. Especially if dealing with Aecharis’s demon contractor…

‘Powers related to devouring are difficult to deal with, regardless of type.’

The powers of Aecharis primarily specialize in ‘devouring’. Thus, when dealing with his minions, one must be wary of their ‘mouths’ and as a melee combatant, one naturally ends up operating within their range.

Ranged warriors also struggle, as spells and arrows can be devoured, rendering attacks futile.

‘Of course, there are strategies to counter them.’

As one of the game’s primary bosses, the endlessly resourceful veteran players wouldn’t have left it unchallenged.

“Kik…! I will eat you and offer you to my God!”

But despite his wariness, the Little Giant’s attack remained fundamentally goblin-like. Direct and straightforward.


Chomp!

In an instant, the creature was right in front of Khan, jaws yawning wide. Had he been even a fraction slower in pulling back, his head would have been swallowed.

Of course, it was an expertly calculated dodge.

『Karyan’s Eye』

Since the scope of attacks was limited to its mouth, for Khan, who possessed Karyan’s Eye, it was merely prey.

Boom─!

The fist that had shattered the ogre’s jawbone also struck the Little Giant. Taking advantage of the failed attack, Khan’s fist precisely collided with its lower jaw. A typical goblin’s head would have exploded entirely.

‘Still intact…!’

But the sensation transmitted through Khan’s knuckles told him otherwise. The creature was perfectly fine, and his punch had had no effect. It felt as if he had punched the liquid monster toy he used to play with as a child.

“Hoo!”

Taking a deep breath, Khan’s chest swelled.

If punches don’t work? The answer is simple.

‘I’ll just have to crush it with greater force!’

The Little Giant was defenseless in midair after being struck on the chin, and in that fleeting moment, Khan was confident he could land a dozen more attacks on its body.

Slash, slash, slash──!!

Unyielding, in his right hand, left afterimages as it struck. Every time an afterimage was left, the Little Giant’s body bore clear axe marks.

The synergistic effect of the strengthened wind spirit’s ‘acceleration’ and Khan’s heightened agility stat made his combos overwhelming, leaving the Little Giant rolling helplessly on the ground.

But.

“Kik. Kikik. Kikik…!”

The creature stood up laughing.


“Is. that. all?”

Despite having been hit by the same attack that had split an ogre’s skull, it didn’t even wobble. Even more shocking was the fact that it wasn’t bleeding at all.

To be precise, it was exuding dark energy instead of blood─

‘Damn it.’

Cursing under his breath, Khan drew Draupnir, recalling the memories of the Southern Tribes who had tormented players with similar abilities.

‘Satiety Conversion… of all the rotten powers.’

The power of Satiety Conversion allows devoured life forms to be converted into dark energy within the creature’s stomach, which is then used as a form of HP.

Unless obliterated entirely using spatial magic, the only way to kill it is by accumulating pure damage to completely empty its stomach—a highly tricky power.

And then he realizes.

How many frontier kingdoms had fallen into this creature’s hands? How many humans sacrificed, devoured into its stomach?

How much accumulated damage would it take to completely empty that stomach?

『Yes, despair more──!』

Aecharis, who was observing the fight through his contractor’s eyes, burst into laughter.

『This space is my domain, where even the Harlot of the Pantheon cannot interfere! This time, no one will come to your aid! Not the young dragon roaming the skies, nor the bizarre mortal who wields spatial magic!』

The malevolence in Aecharis’s voice, echoing through the space itself, was overt and strikingly clear. For an ordinary mortal, hearing such a voice would be enough to shatter their sanity.

But it had no effect on Khan.

“So what.”

With a dry face, practically contrasting his earlier curses, Khan’s body shot forward like a cannonball. He had realized the truth by now.

The reason why the creature was still relatively unharmed after fighting against Ludmilla and his other comrades on the front lines: the current state of the creature made it almost impossible to kill.

Given enough preparation time, Ludmilla might have had a chance to deal with it using spatial magic. But Khan had been caught in Aecharis’s trap before that could happen, and the Little Giant had escaped through Aecharis’s Pit, leaving no quick way to kill it anymore.


Therefore, Khan had only one option left.

‘Beat it until it dies!’

Whether it took a thousand hits or ten thousand. No matter how much dark energy was stored in its stomach, he would beat it until all was depleted.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

The Little Giant was ultimately not a match for Khan in combat. It couldn’t retaliate and was beaten like a sandbag for a long time. Whenever the creature tried to counterattack by opening its jaws wide, Khan preemptively blocked the attack using Karyan’s Eye.

Just like when it became the King of Greenskin Warriors, any strategy involving enduring attacks with brute endurance and counterattacking with devouring power was completely foiled.

Nevertheless, “Kik. Kikik!”

The Little Giant remained nonchalant.

“Huff. Huff…!”

Khan, desperate, continued his relentless assault, as though he was racing against time. Even an almost immortal Troll Fighter, assuming it protected its heart and head, would have died hundreds of times over from the incessant attacks Khan unleashed, numbering in the hundreds and thousands, without rest.

However, the Little Giant’s stomach never emptied. Even though the dark energy it bled flooded up like a river, reaching their waists.

‘Still……!’

Snap.

As an unsettling realization began to seep into his mind, Khan bit his lip, drawing blood, to maintain focus. He continually reminded himself that there was no such thing as an unkillable monster in this world.

『Have you still not given up? It’s a pointless struggle, worm!』

As if to break his resolve,

『Even if by some miracle you survive, escaping from here is impossible─! This land is a sub-dimension closer to hell than Midland…! Kahahaha!』

Aecharis’s taunts tried to crush him every time he reinforced his determination.

‘There must be…’

He pushed the Little Giant even harder despite the taunts. And luckily or unluckily, before his stamina ran out, he recalled something. A way to obliterate the goblin before him, screw over Aecharis, and ensure his own safety.

The ultimate resort and best gamble he could choose now that he was trapped.

‘Just as Augrabes’s domain was neutralized with a similar power of space. By opening Aecharis’s pouch, I’ll make the spaces collide…!’

The point of collision was obvious. Grabbing the neck of the Little Giant, who had been beaten to the point of being as pliable as pizza dough, Khan tightened his grip.

The creature, thinking it found an opportunity, sneered with its characteristic kikiki laughter and opened its mouth wide. And as if waiting for this moment, Khan grinned as he maximized the opening of Aecharis’s pouch, which had naturally expanded along with the evolution of the Heart of Predation’s internal space.

“Let’s see if you can eat this too.”

***

『A dimension…?!』

As soon as Khan had leaped onto the ground to deal with the altar, Natrix sensed an anomaly below. A dimensional rift had opened as if to devour Khan mid-descent, swallowing him instantly.

『Aecharis…!』

With a dragon’s vision, Natrix quickly understood the nature of the trap. Opening a pre-prepared sub-dimensional entrance, Aecharis had abducted Khan without a trace.

And through her dragon sight, she realized there was nothing she could do to intervene. The power to manipulate dimensions was a colossal force, not granted to most gods.

This capability belonged exclusively to Aecharis, the demon that devours the world. Only Aecharis could open the closed dimensional portals he had created.

『Karyan’s descendant…!』

Natrix, at a loss, fluttered her wings in distress before the dimensional rift that had swallowed Khan. Time seemed to stretch endlessly.

But then, the dimension that had swallowed Khan began to collapse from the inside. A dimension’s collapse doesn’t simply end with its disappearance.

The pressure generated at the collapse’s coordinates explodes outward, sweeping everything within its range. This is why spatial magic is extremely dangerous and complex. Even a slight mistake could lead to an inescapable death, caught in spatial pressure.

But Natrix was a dragon, and with the powers of the dragon sight and dragon words, she dispersed the pressure from the collapsing dimension and descended to search for Khan.

However, no matter how much she searched,

『What on earth…?』

Khan was nowhere to be seen. It was as if he had been swallowed by the collapsing dimension itself.
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Natrix tried desperately to find any trace of Khan. She was the one who insisted on their companionship, invoking the Oath of Protection.

However, an entire sub-dimension had vanished. Even for a transcendent being, surviving such a calamity was nearly impossible. Could Khan, a mere mortal, have survived?

Natrix, being a transcendent herself, knew the answer best.

“He’s alive.”

Returning to her human form, Natrix examined the ground affected by the spatial pressure closely, arriving at her conclusion. This wasn’t some irrational conclusion born of blind faith in Khan’s extraordinary feats.

Unlike other mortals, Khan possessed the means to protect himself from spatial pressure.

‘No, perhaps causing the dimension to collapse in the first place was….’

Natrix dismissed the endless thoughts with her expansive consciousness as a transcendent being. Instead of fretting over the unseen safety of Khan, she decided it was best to prioritize what needed to be done first.

Leaving the Land of Warriors, crossing the Potsral Mountains, and returning to the Argon Kingdom, Natrix sought out Khan’s comrade and space-wielding mage.

The witch of the Forest of Inverted Cross, Ludmilla. Fortunately, finding Ludmilla didn’t take long.

Her spells, operating on an entirely different, unique system from standard magic, left conspicuous traces akin to giant footprints for Natrix’s dragon sight.

Following these magical remnants, Natrix found Ludmilla waiting at the command tent and recounted the ordeals that had transpired at the Land of Warriors.

“A collapsing dimension…? And he got caught in it…?”

“Aecharis personally prepared that sub-dimension. It’s too late to do anything about it now.”

“…….”

Natrix reiterated to Ludmilla, who might act rashly, that there was nothing they could do. Ludmilla, as a wielder of spatial magic, probably understood this better than anyone….

“I must see for myself.”

No matter how rational a mage is, some matters defy rational judgment. For Ludmilla, Gordi Khan was precisely such a subject.

“You know it’s too late.”

Even Natrix’s words, despite being endowed with the dragon sight that was said to see through the principles of the world, didn’t sway her. Ludmilla, acting as if she couldn’t hear the surrounding voices, seemed entirely dazed.


Leaving her tent, she brought out the improved chick-shaped golem to cross the Potsral Mountains. Blocking her path was none other than Maya Eldreth, who prided herself on being Khan’s most loyal vassal.

“Lady Ludmilla, you mustn’t go.”

Maya Eldrette, a woman who claimed to be Khan’s faithful servant more than anyone else.

“…You.”

There was no emotion in Ludmilla’s gaze as she quietly stared at Maya. This made it all the more chilling. Although anger had clouded her judgment, Ludmilla maintained an outwardly composed demeanor, which only highlighted her exceptional talent as a mage.

“What do you mean by that?”

However, Maya Eldreth was no longer someone to be underestimated. Through her experiences in Hoarfrost Gorge, she had gained something similar to the swordmasters’ ability to cut through anything—a mastery of her own.

More importantly, she was the one who had closely observed and followed Khan, understanding his actions and psychology better than anyone.

“According to Natrix, if our lord has disappeared due to some incident, our duty isn’t to waste time searching for his trace.”

“…….”

“Until he returns, our task is to ensure that his plans are successfully carried out and stay on course. And…”

Maya’s unwavering eyes pierced through Ludmilla’s emotionless gaze.

“In my opinion, the person most qualified to understand and lead his plans is none other than you, lady Ludmilla.”

It was clear from Maya’s eyes that these were not just empty words, but genuine beliefs. However, Ludmilla still couldn’t quell her anger. She merely managed to demonstrate a shred of composure, acknowledging the gravity of the situation.

“…With the current strength of the Argon Kingdom, it’s impossible to handle the Land of Warriors. The proper extermination operation will have to wait until the Empire’s reinforcements arrive.”

She meant that after dealing with the onslaught of Greenskin warriors, she planned to head to the Land of Warriors to assess the situation firsthand.

“You have made the right decision.”

Maya nodded and stood beside Ludmilla, just as she had when she followed Khan. Ludmilla glanced at Maya, then closed and opened her eyes slowly, noticing her faintly trembling fingertips.

“Sisters! Someone from the Empire has arrived! The vanguard of the regular extermination force…”

***


The Empire’s vanguard consisted of three thousand elite soldiers selected from various elector families, including one hundred knights and fifty mages from the Mage Tower.

While some strategists of the Argon Kingdom expressed concerns that the vanguard’s strength might not meet expectations, those familiar with the Empire’s power took the opposite view.

“The Empire has honed its blade. The private soldiers of the electors are all known to be formidable, and half of the knightly forces are high-ranking knights….”

“And there are fifty mages from the Mage Tower, including five Maguses. With this current force, it wouldn’t be impossible to push the front lines to the Potsral Mountains…”

“Enough. Even though the vanguard has granted us field command, it doesn’t mean we should craft our strategies as we wish.”

The atmosphere in the command tent, which had been somewhat excited, was quickly subdued by the entrance of the Black Wing Duke, the strongest knight of the kingdom.

Attending the meeting with the armor on his right arm completely torn off, he addressed the imperial representatives present.

“The current situation at the front line has reached a standoff. After the monster presumed to be their leader suddenly disappeared, their offensive has faltered.”

“I’ve been informed about that.”

The one who responded to the Black Wing Duke was the heir of an elector family, a person whose status and skills were perfectly suited for the role of a commander. However, contrary to the Black Wing Duke’s assumption, he shook his head, denying his command.

“However, I’m not the commander of the vanguard.”

“What? If an heir to an elector family and a high-ranking knight like you isn’t the commander, then who is?”

“Well, someone more suitable has arrived. I had no choice.”

The Black Wing Duke tilted his head in confusion, but the heir simply shrugged as if he also found it amusing. Then, someone barged into the tent without hesitation.

“Ah, perfect timing. This is the current commander of the vanguard, and the force dispatched to subdue the ‘king’ who has united the Greenskins.”

The person who forcefully barged in had hair that flared like flames.

‘A woman…?’

Though her sharp eyes gave an overall harsh impression, she was clearly a beauty. She furrowed her brow as she promptly took the vacant seat reserved for King Orion.

Despite her light, battle-inappropriate attire and a broken sword at her waist, the infuriated strategists attempted to step forward.

“… If we’re talking about a swordswoman with flame-red hair who could take the commander’s position over the heir of an elector family, there’s only one.”


Stopping the strategists was none other than the Black Wing Duke. Even though the woman didn’t introduce herself, the Black Wing Duke seemed to recognize her identity immediately. He stood up cautiously and gave a slight nod.

“You are the Sword Master’s disciple, the Sword Demon Leniyar, correct?”

“My identity doesn’t matter. What matters is the fact that you’re still dithering here.”

“Your intent is becoming curious.”

Despite her rude manner of speaking, the Black Wing Duke remained calm. However, the woman, Leniyar, continued her harsh demeanor, refusing to make eye contact or engage in proper conversation.

“Enough talk. Get everyone who can move ready. We’re crossing the Potsral Mountains immediately.”

“Mm. Sword Demon, even so, wouldn’t it be wiser to wait for the main force…”

“Would you shut up, young lord? If you want to end up crippled like your friend, keep talking.”

At Leniyar’s sharp retort, the young heir of the elector family quickly shook his head and stepped back, making it clear there were no further objections. Leniyar, her eyes flashing dangerously, delivered the final ultimatum.

“If you won’t go, I’ll go alone. Do what you want, weaklings.”

Bang!

Pushing her chair back roughly, Leniyar stormed out of the command tent.

‘That damn bastard… just vanished like that?’

Before barging into the tent, Leniyar recalled what she had heard from Ludmilla. That Khan had fallen into a trap laid by the Scion of the Arch Demon. That no trace of him could be found due to the collapse of the dimension.

‘To hell with that.’

Leniyar hadn’t taken any of that nonsensical talk to heart from the beginning. She wouldn’t believe anything until she saw it with her own eyes. Because—

‘That bastard wouldn’t go down so easily.’

***

『It’s about time you woke up.』

The now oddly familiar cold voice roused his consciousness. And as soon as he awoke, a searing pain like he had been beaten coursed through his entire body.

‘Is my body intact?’

Even that pain was a welcome sign for Khan. Despite having performed the reckless act of opening Aecharis’s pouch inside the Little Giant’s maw connected to Aecharis’s stomach to destroy the sub-dimension, he had survived with all his limbs intact.

‘Hiss. Maybe not entirely intact…’

However, as he attempted to move to get up, he felt an unusual weight on his left arm. Opening his eyes, Khan frowned.

‘What the hell is this?’

At first, he thought something was wrong with his left arm, but it turned out someone was actually lying on it. A bizarre-looking creature was using his arm as a pillow, sound asleep.

‘It has the shape of a human, but its appearance is…’

Where a human’s head should have been, there was no skin or facial features. Instead, black smoke encircled its head like a helmet, making it look anything but human. It appeared more like an undead.

Yet, below the neck, it had the appearance of normal human skin, making it even more baffling.

『After you lost consciousness from spatial pressure, it brought you here and fell asleep from exhaustion.』

“Brought me…?”

Khan’s face scrunched up as the familiar voice provided its cryptic explanation without further context. What connection was there between enduring spatial pressure and an unidentified creature appearing in place of the Greenskins that littered the Land of Warriors?

“Ugh…”

At that moment, sensing Khan’s presence, the strange creature stirred and woke up, lifting its head to meet Khan’s gaze. Or rather, it gave that impression since it had no eyes.

“You’re awake!”

Its greeting was friendly, contrary to its bizarre appearance. Even through Karyan’s Eye, Khan couldn’t detect any suspicious signs from it.

Turning his gaze from the creature, Khan’s trembling eyes began to survey his surroundings for the first time. The sight before him was hard to believe, even after seeing it with his own eyes.

“… Why is the sky red?”

The entire sky was red, as if soaked in blood. Unable to comprehend what he saw, Khan blinked in confusion. The creature responded as if amused by an interesting joke.

“Oh, come now. The sky has always been red, hasn’t it? It’s red because it’s made from the blood of the Great Arch Demon!”

TL’s Corner:

To Hell we go!!!
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For a moment, Khan doubted his own ears.

‘The blood of the Arch Demon became the sky? What kind of bullshit is that?’

Yet, the bizarre creature, despite lacking facial features, conveyed a sense of naivety as if this was common knowledge.

Then, only one conclusion remained.

‘Shit, am I in… Hell right now?’

***

To Khan, who retained the sensibilities of a modern person, the word ‘Hell’ carried a distinct weight. It was typically conceived as an afterlife punishment.

However, in the world of ‘Midland Quest’, hell was different.

‘A dimension that stands in opposition to the heavens where gods reside, a realm where demons dwell….’

The dimensions where beings like Augrabes and Kereaktu, whom Khan had encountered, resided were Hell. Naturally, Khan’s mental image of Hell was a place utterly inhospitable to any living being.

A landscape filled with fiery pits torturing the souls of demon victims or the eternal frozen wastelands Kereaktu had mentioned. Yet, according to the strange creature—

Identifying itself as Yoro, hell was a world not too different from Midland.

“You have no memories… the demons might have played a nasty trick on you. In that case, let me explain some basic knowledge.”

Yoro identified itself as a ‘Demonkin’.

“If the rulers of Hell are the demon lords, creatures like me are their slaves and inhabitants. We don’t have particularly important roles.”

Despite lacking a mouth, Yoro appeared quite adept at teaching. Its logical and orderly explanation reminded Khan of the learned class in medieval Midland.

However, even Yoro admitted it was a slave to the demons.

“When the Great Arch Demon created Hell with his own body, his blood solidified to form the sky, and his flesh became the earth. This is our creation myth, and it’s historically proven.”

“Great Arch Demon….”

The statement that the Great Arch Demon, who would descend in the final chapter of ‘Midland Quest,’ was already dead and had become the dimension of Hell itself, was hard for Khan to accept.


But he refrained from challenging this notion. Khan was currently pretending to be a ‘Demonkin who lost his memory due to demonic trickery’.

“And now his children, the Monarchs of Hell, divide and rule over his domain. Aecharis the World Devourer, Nexnigrum the Sun Destroyer, Behelanokto the Bringer of Darkness, and Esperus the Ruler of the Blood-Red Sky are the current Monarchs of Hell.”

Fortunately, these names were familiar to Khan. In addition to Aecharis, who caused Khan to fall into Hell, the names of other archdemons occasionally came up in conversation.

“If the so-called Monarchs of Hell are ruling Hell, whose territory is this land?”

Yoro hesitated briefly before answering in a nonchalant tone.

“…This land is ruled by Esperus, the Ruler of the Blood-Red Sky. Among the Demonkin, it’s known as the ‘Blood Domain’, a vast territory.”

“The Blood Domain?”

“Yes. The sky of the Blood Domain is a deeper crimson than other lands. It’s evidence that the power left by Esperus still influences it.”

Khan paused, listening to the explanation flow like water, as if coming from an expert lecturer.

“Left? That makes it sound like he’s not around anymore.”

“Hmm… you’re perceptive. That’s right. Esperus is currently absent.”

“Absent, as in deceased?”

“Haha. The concept of death is not something that can easily apply to the Monarchs of Hell. It might apply to beings like us Demonkin, however.”

Adopting a somewhat cynical tone, Yoro paused before continuing the explanation.

“A long time ago, Esperus was grievously wounded and lost his physical body to a ruler from another dimension. However, his consciousness remained and returned to Hell, and to avoid attacks from other Lords, he went into hiding.”

“A ruler from another dimension…?”

“Well, now the interdimensional travels have completely ceased. But in the distant past, the Monarchs of Hell waged wars across dimensions. Of course, Esperus participated in these wars and was ultimately defeated by a being from that dimension. It is said that a mere mortal destroyed Lord Esperus’s body….”

“Anyway, because Esperus disappeared, the Blood Domain has effectively been left as an ownerless wilderness for a long time. His generals were also destroyed in the conquest wars.”

“Aren’t the other Monarchs of Hell trying to claim this land?”

“Hmm… explaining that is a bit complicated. The Monarchs of Hell still recognize this land as Esperus’s domain. And if they were to fight a recuperated Esperus, the gains would go entirely to the other Lords. So, they probably decided it was better to leave it be.”


‘A white elephant, huh.’

Khan understood that the power dynamics in Hell were deeper and more complex than he had thought. He knew it was a dysfunctional family but was surprised by how systematic their rule was.

‘So, this Blood Domain is essentially a land where abandoned slaves live.’

Of course, it was easy to guess that Yoro still had more explanations to give. However, before Khan could ask for additional information, they arrived at Yoro’s dwelling.

“It’s humble… but at least there’s a place to rest. Please, come in.”

The land of the Blood Domain was tinged red, just like the sky, and most of the vegetation also had a reddish hue. Naturally, Yoro’s dwelling appeared to be a hut made from red straw.

‘It’s surprisingly neat inside.’

Following Yoro into the hut, Khan found the interior unexpectedly well-furnished, with a bed and a small table carved from some unknown wood. The most notable feature, however, was the strange meat.

“Oh, that’s from the bodies of Infernal Beasts. I’ve carved out the non-toxic parts. While robust Demonkin can withstand the beast’s toxins, many can’t…”

Yoro explained that it provided food for Demonkin who couldn’t endure the toxins of the Infernal Beasts.

“Ah, so…”

“Khan. My name is Khan.”

“Ah, right. I found you while I was on a supply run to gather Infernal Beasts. You were lucky; it was a close call.”

“A close call?”

“You happened to collapse in the territory of Land Predators. If I hadn’t found you in time, you’d have been their meal.”

Khan wasn’t sure what Land Predators were, but it seemed Yoro had indeed saved him while he was unconscious, just as Draupnir had mentioned.

“Thank you.”

“Haha, we lesser demonkin have to help each other.”

“Lesser demonkin…?”

“Yes. Both you and I have frail bodies, don’t we? Demonkin who lack sturdy bodies like ours are at the bottom of the hierarchy. Those are usually the ones who become my guests.”


“Frail bodies, huh…”

Khan chuckled derisively at Yoro’s words.

Since falling into this world, he had never been belittled for his physique; to hear such words in Hell was a new experience, even one he hadn’t encountered in the game.

‘So, by Hell’s standards, I’m considered frail?’

Though it was hard to believe. Considering the strength of a demon’s true form, it was indeed possible that physical superiority, which Khan enjoyed in Midland, might be difficult to maintain here.

‘I wonder about the strength of the Demonkin…’

The strength of Demonkin, unlike demons, remained unknown. The Demonkin before him, Yoro, had exhausted itself and fallen asleep after carrying Khan, indicating its weakness. It even referred to itself as a “lesser demonkin”.

‘It’s interesting that it didn’t recognize me as a human.’

Just like how Yoro had the appearance of a human below the neck, Khan wondered if most Demonkin had some human-like features. This could explain why Yoro didn’t recognize Khan as human immediately.

As Khan pondered the strength of demons and Demonkin, a question suddenly occurred to him.

“Now that I think about it, it’s surprising we can communicate so easily.”

No matter how experienced Gordi Khan was, he hadn’t studied the language of Hell. Naturally, it made no sense for him to be able to converse with Mats like Yoro. Yoro provided a straightforward answer, as if it were nothing special.

“That’s because of my ability. Demonkin of my kind possess this ability—communicating through thoughts embedded in our conversations, so a common language isn’t necessary. My kin have used this power to assist demons.”

After hearing Yoro’s explanation, Khan couldn’t help but marvel at the extraordinary coincidence.

‘Of all the creatures to encounter right after falling into Hell, it had to be one with a communication ability, and it’s incredibly docile for a Hell resident…’

“Well, anyway, you can stay at my place for now. It’ll take time to recover your body and regain your memories.”

Yoro concluded, saying that he was heading to the Demonkin settlement in the Blood Domain to fetch more Infernal Beast meat. Naturally, the mention of the Demonkin settlement piqued Khan’s interest.

‘Since I’ve fallen into Hell, the first step is to find a way back.’

Information tends to gather where people congregate, so visiting the Demonkin settlement might provide new information even Yoro didn’t know.

“There might be someone in the Demonkin settlement who knows me. I’ll go with you.”

“Ah, that makes sense.”

Seeing the logic in Khan’s words, Yoro nodded eagerly, accepting his company. Retracing their steps, they arrived at one of the many Demonkin settlements in the Blood Domain, only for Khan to find himself in a difficult situation almost immediately.

To be precise, Yoro had gotten into trouble.

“You insolent weakling, how dare you break your promise with me—?!”

“S-sorry…!”

A massive Demonkin, larger than a troll, with prominent antennae on its forehead and rock-hard skin, had grabbed Yoro by the collar and was shaking him.

“Because you didn’t come to collect on time, all the meat I had caught was wasted!”

“Sir…! That can’t be! There’s no way the carcass of an Infernal Beast could rot in such a short time—”

“Shut up!”

Wham!

Yoro was sent sprawling by a punch that seemed made of literal rock. Still not satisfied, the Demonkin, referred to as the “Elder” with rocky skin, began striding towards the groaning Yoro.

It didn’t look like it was going to end with just a reprimand.

However, the surrounding Demonkin either snickered as they watched or simply passed by, seemingly indifferent or afraid of the Elder.

And there was Khan.

He had initially come to gather information, but he had unintentionally become entangled in a dispute with a high-ranking Demonkin in the settlement. Rubbing the back of his head, Khan thought,

‘This is probably my fault, isn’t it…?’
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Known colloquially as “Elder”, he was the ruler of one of the many Demonkin settlements in the Blood Domain, and he was extremely displeased with the situation.

Not only had this lowly Demonkin, whose only task was to handle meat for the vermin, dare to be late for their scheduled transaction, but then had the audacity to come back and demand the carcasses of the Infernal Beasts.

“You are nothing but slaves! Mere vermin to be used as fertilizer for this Blood Domain! And yet, you dare waste the time of the Elder?”

Of course, simply being late was not the sole reason for his outburst. This was a mere outlet for his anger.

“I’ll crush you right here, you wretched worm…!”

Yoro was just an unfortunate scapegoat.

But what could be done? Only Yoro could blame himself for being born as a weak Demonkin. The Elder genuinely believed this and raised his heavy foot to stomp down on Yoro’s head, lying on the ground.

“That’s not going to work for me.”

Just then, another worm – the one who had come with the insolent weakling – caught his attention. Although he couldn’t understand the language being spoken, the tone and expression were enough to infer the meaning.

“What did you say?”

The Elder lowered his raised foot to just in front of Yoro’s nose and turned around.

“Do you also wish to die alongside this worm?”

“What did you say?”

The Elder frowned with his rocky face, not understanding what the gray-skinned Demonkin had said. Although he didn’t understand, he was sure the words were disrespectful.

“Worm. Use your ability to make the conversation understandable.”

“Ugh… Ugh…”

Still struggling from the earlier blows, Yoro groaned, but the Elder paid no heed. Instead, he exuded an aura that suggested he would crush Yoro’s head immediately if he didn’t comply, prompting Yoro to use his ability with a resigned sigh.

“Speak again, gray worm.”

“Oh, simultaneous translation too. That’s handy…”

“Stop talking nonsense─!”


Boom!

The Elder stomped his foot, and the ground around them shook as if in response.

“Indeed… As expected of Lord Tulkan. Such incredible strength!”

“It’s no wonder he was entrusted with the settlement. Perhaps Lord Tulkan could soon become a general in the demon army.”

“Compared to that, look at that gray Demonkin. He looks so weak. He’s so tiny!”

Khuhuhu.

The Elder—Tulkan—let out a pleased laugh at the praise from the surrounding Demonkin. This was it. The only speech permitted to these worm-like weaklings was praise for him.

“Did you hear that, worm? If you understand your situation, you’d better kneel and bow your head immediately. If not…”

Boom─!!

Tulkan stomped heavily once again, wearing a sinister smile.

“I’ll crush your skull just like that worm crawling over there.”

He spoke with absolute certainty, not even considering the possibility of defeat.

Of course, why would he?

‘The strength of a Demonkin comes from this sturdy body.’

The gray Demonkin before him was barely half his size. And as with most lesser demonkin, his physical appearance was utterly unimpressive.

Just like the worm groveling at his feet.

‘Above all, my rock-hard skin is a trait even acknowledged by the general of the legion!’

This rock skin was the primary reason he ruled this settlement and behaved as a tyrant. Few could penetrate his rock-hard skin. Moreover, raw brute strength was his real weapon.

“I’ll count to five. If you don’t bow your head by then, you’ll end up like that worm.”

Tulkan expected the gray Demonkin to kneel and beg for his life.


And without a doubt—

“No, thanks.”

Khan had no intention of bowing or begging for his life.

“What—”

Tulkan was about to ask something in confusion when a scream and the sound of something breaking filled the air. It took a moment for Tulkan to realize that the noise came from his own body. The event was too surreal, and he had been struck so quickly that he couldn’t react.

‘What is this?’

The excruciating pain in his face soon made him realize the reality.

“Kaaah! You—!”

Tulkan thought he had been struck by a blunt weapon. But seeing Khan brush rock fragments from his fist made him realize it wasn’t a weapon. It was a fist so heavy it felt like being struck by a blunt object.

“Impressive durability.”

Tulkan couldn’t believe his ears. The very being who had granted him this position had assured him that few could break his skin. Yet, here was someone who did it with his bare hands, speaking as if it were nothing.

“Worm—you—!”

Unable to contain his rage, Tulkan spread his arms wide and charged. With the same brutal attack that had shattered many who dared to challenge him, he intended to crush Khan completely.

Grab!

“I don’t know what trick you used, but now you’re finished—!”

Tulkan succeeded in grabbing Khan, applying all his strength to crush him in a bear hug.

But.

“No way…!”

No matter how much force Tulkan applied, Khan didn’t budge. Instead, Khan’s arms slowly began to break free from Tulkan’s grasp, reversing the situation and making it seem as though Tulkan was the one struggling.

‘This is impossible!’


In the Demonkin world, physical traits were synonymous with strength. There was no way a small Demonkin with no distinctive traits could possess more strength than him.

Yet, this was precisely what was happening.

“What’s going on? Tulkan’s expression looks a bit strange…”

“Usually, he’d crush anyone instantly. Why is he taking so long?”

Even the crowd, who had initially watched the spectacle for amusement, began sensing that something was off, making Tulkan increasingly impatient. What unsettled Tulkan the most was Khan’s tranquil expression.

His face and calm eyes seemed to say that this level of attack was nothing, adding to Tulkan’s anxiety.

“Damn you—”

Realizing his current approach was futile, Tulkan released Khan and clenched his fists.

But he didn’t know.

“Not even Alejandro would put up with a punch like that.”

In close combat, no one could surpass the barbarian warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge. Moreover, from Khan’s perspective, Tulkan’s punches were utterly amateurish.

His stance was terrible, and his movements were so slow that even trying to get hit intentionally would be difficult.

Crunch!

Tulkan swung first, but it was Khan’s delayed punch that hit home first. The impact shook Tulkan, making him stagger.

‘This can’t be…’

Crunch! Crunch! Crunch!

Khan’s relentless attacks landed on Tulkan’s face, disorienting him further, before Khan delivered a powerful kick.

Boom──!!

The sound reverberated through the entire Demonkin settlement like a bomb going off. Tulkan’s rocky skin, which even ogres couldn’t withstand, was peeled away, revealing the tender flesh beneath.

“Crispy on the outside, soft on the inside, huh?”

Khan, who had subdued Tulkan—who had ruled as a tyrant over the Demonkin settlement for an inordinate length of time—handled him as if twisting a child’s arm, maintaining a nonchalant demeanor throughout.

“…….”

“…….”

A heavy silence filled the air. No one had anticipated Tulkan being defeated so easily.

“L-Lord Khan…?”

Even Yoro was taken aback by the turn of events. Who could have guessed that Khan, whom Yoro had thought of as a “frail Demonkin”, would effortlessly dispatch Tulkan, who had reigned like a king over the settlement?

『How disappointing. The armies of Hell I’ve seen weren’t this weak.』

Shut up.

Khan silenced the unnecessary muttering of the Spirit of Resentment voice and furrowed his brows.

‘Why are they so weak?’

Yoro had warned him about the true strength of the Demonkin, so he had expected a more challenging fight. Instead, even the Greenskin warriors posed a greater threat.

Sure, Tulkan’s body was incredibly tough, and his strength could easily crush most Greenskins.

But that was all.

‘This isn’t even a proper fight; it’s so amateurish.’

Tulkan relied solely on brute force, swinging his fists wildly. If Khan were still in his weaker days, this might have been challenging.

-But not now. He had overwhelming stats, battle experience from life-and-death encounters, and honed techniques.

‘There’s nothing to gain from this…’

Khan wasn’t displeased just because the fight was too easy. Winning easily was fine. The real issue was that extracting useful information from such a weakling seemed unlikely.

As Khan pondered for a moment, his eyes sparkled as he noticed the diverse crowd of Demonkin around him.

“Is there an issue with who takes this guy’s place?”

“Y-yes…?! That’s right, but…”

Surprised by the sudden question, Yoro provided Khan with the information he needed.

“Since it’s a position taken by strength, it shouldn’t be a problem. But what are you planning to do with that information…?”

“What do you think?”

Satisfied with the answer, Khan grinned and nudged Tulkan’s exposed soft flesh with his foot.

“From now on, I’m the Elder here. Spread the word.”

***

The Empire’s vanguard force conquered the Potsral Mountains and advanced into the Land of Warriors with overwhelming momentum.

The efforts of the Sword Demon Leniyar and Ludmilla, the Witch of the Forest of Inverted Cross, were particularly notable.

Leniyar wielded her broken sword, decapitating Greenskin warriors. Ludmilla unleashed her space spells, causing widespread slaughter without any means of defense.

With both of them fighting fervently, the Greenskin army, which had brought down numerous frontier kingdoms, had to retreat their front lines back to their base.

And finally.

“Guuaaah….”

At the location where Khan had disappeared, where the dimensional collapse occurred, the two reached the spot where Natrix had said they were too late.

“What on earth happened here…?”

In the area swept by the pressure from the dimensional collapse, nothing remained. No signs of battle, no Greenskin corpses, no demon altar—nothing.

“That bastard…”

With unsettling thoughts rising, Leniyar bit her lip and closed her eyes tightly.

‘Did he really die here…? So pointlessly?’

***

“Kheh heh heh. This is the renowned Infernal Beast meat from this area! How is it?”

“Not bad. Bring more. Crispy on the outside, tender on the inside.”

“Yes, sir! You heard him! Sir Khan demands more meat!”
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As Yoro had mentioned, the ruler of the Demonkin settlement was determined solely by strength. Given Khan’s overwhelming defeat of Tulkan, the Demonkin of the settlement had no objections to Khan assuming the top position.

In fact, they actively sought to curry favor with him, with Tulkan—formerly known as the “Elder”—leading the charge.

“Crispy on the outside, tender on the inside.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Send in the next person.”

“Understood!”

In an interior reminiscent of a grand mansion in Midland, Khan lounged on a comfortable chair, issuing orders while Tulkan scurried about outside.

It was as if Tulkan had wiped the memory of his humiliating defeat from his mind, displaying utmost loyalty. It was almost laughable to the one giving the orders.

“Hmm. This is simply the natural order for the Demonkin. It’s not surprising; it’s expected.”

Serving as both interpreter and encyclopedia for Khan, Yoro had become the second most influential figure in the settlement. He defended Tulkan’s behavior as if it were perfectly normal.

‘He’s really something else.’

Khan could only smirk at how Yoro, who had nearly died at Tulkan’s hands moments ago, now acted so nonchalantly. Anyone watching Yoro would struggle to believe he was a Demonkin from Hell. In Khan’s eyes, Yoro was kinder than most Midland natives.

“Ahaha. I’ve brought the next one!”

“Good, now stand facing the wall again.”

“Yes, sir!”

Confirming that Tulkan, with his exposed soft flesh, stood grinning at the wall, Khan finally turned his attention to the new Demonkin who had entered.

“They call me Lurung—”

“The name isn’t important. You’ve been briefed, right?”

“Yes! I was told to inform you of any unusual occurrences near the settlement or in the Blood Domain…”

“Then spill everything you know, whether you think it’s important or not.”


The Demonkin with claw-like pincers on a human body nervously began recounting everything he knew. However, nothing he said piqued Khan’s interest, and sensing this, Yoro cleared his throat before interjecting.

“Lurung. Could you perhaps share some more unusual or significant happenings? From what I can tell, what you’ve mentioned so far isn’t all that surprising…”

“Oh, well, there has been something rather unusual, but I’m not sure if I should mention it here…”

“Something unusual?”

Khan’s eyes sharpened as he asked, making the Demonkin named Lurung flinch and nod vigorously.

“It’s, um, a bit delicate to talk about here…”

“But what is it?”

Lurung glanced nervously at Tulkan, who was diligently facing the wall upon Khan’s orders.

Clearly wary of Tulkan’s reaction, Khan frowned and snapped.

“Crispy on the outside, tender on the inside. Cover your ears.”

“Yes, sir!”

Tulkan quickly covered his temples with his thick, stony hands as Khan had ordered. Khan’s nonverbal gesture seemed to ask, “Is this good enough?” while Lurung hesitated, looking distressed.

Clearly, covering his ears wouldn’t stop Tulkan from hearing, but Lurung had no other choice but to speak.

“Well, a while ago, a Demonkin from outside came looking for Elder… Tulkan. I happened to see it purely by chance, but ever since then, Tulkan has seemed very agitated.”

Lurung explained that after Yoro had missed the scheduled time and stood up Tulkan, this incident had ensued as a result.

“Though Tulkan’s temper has always been bad, it was especially worse after that… eek!”

While recounting what happened, lurung noticed that Tulkan, who was supposed to be covering his ears, had turned to glare at him murderously.

“Fine… you can go.”

“T-thank you, sir!”

Lurung, now caught between fearing both sides, was dismissed by Khan, who then brought the grim-faced Tulkan before him.


“It seems there’s something you didn’t mention.”

Khan tapped his fingers on the table, glaring at Tulkan with obvious displeasure. The whole reason for ousting Tulkan and taking his spot was to gather information. If it weren’t for this purpose, Khan wouldn’t have opted to sit in this barbaric place considering he was a modern man.

“So, who did you meet?”

“… I don’t know!”

Tulkan, who had seen his status plummet overnight, was on the verge of tears. Having to endure all sorts of humiliation to appease Khan, he now faced exposing something he had wanted to keep secret.

Khan, however, was unmoved by Tulkan’s distress.

“Not talking?”

“I-I really don’t know!”

“And what exactly is it that you don’t know?”

Despite feeling curious about how such a range of expressions could come from a stone-like face, Khan suppressed his interest and pressed Tulkan for answers.

Tulkan, on the brink of tears, began to speak.

“A stranger I had never seen before approached me and asked if I had seen any unusual creatures in the area.”

“Unusual creatures?”

“Yes! Unusual creatures! He ordered me to report to him if I found any creatures with appearances uncommon around here…? Oh.”

Overcome with a mix of sorrow and realization, Tulkan’s body began to tremble.

“As a matter of the unusual creature…!”

“……”

The silence that greeted Tulkan’s trembling words only deepened his sense of dread. In this area, it’s rare to see someone like him: unusual appearance, power that doesn’t match his build, and the inability to communicate unless you possess Yoro’s abilities.

“Sh-sheesh. Anyone can see it’s him…!”

Tulkan realized. The fearsome stranger’s ‘peculiar creature’ was right in front of his eyes.


Chatter, chatter.

His teeth clattered loudly in his overwhelming fear. And as the silence dragged on, Tulkan felt suffocated.

No, he wished those lips would never open.

But contrary to his hopes, Khan’s lips parted and-

“You….”

“Of course, it couldn’t possibly be you, Lord Khan! Keh-heh─!”

Instinctively sensing danger, Tulkan hurriedly interrupted, as if trying to cover Khan’s mouth.

“That insolent fool! I never liked him ordering us around above his station! Just give me the command, and I’ll capture him right away…!”

Tulkan’s eyes rolled, trying to gauge Khan’s reaction as he babbled out of a survival instinct.

Tap. Tap.

Was Khan contemplating Tulkan’s words?

Tulkan nervously watched as Khan tapped his fingers on the desk, then gulped.

Finally, hearing Khan’s response, Tulkan grinned broadly.

“Then, bring him here.”

***

The place Tulkan went following Khan’s command was far from the demon’s residence. Because of the frequent red storms supposedly created by Esperus’s wings, even powerful demons like Tulkan rarely ventured to the Storm Lands.

There, the demon who had recently visited him seeking information about the ‘peculiar creature’ must be waiting for Tulkan.

Gulp…

Although Tulkan had confidently declared he would capture the creature, his heart couldn’t help but race now that he was actually facing it.

He hadn’t directly measured their strength against his, but Tulkan instinctively knew that his opponent was formidable. Moreover, this creature was a demon from outside the bloodline.

‘It seems like he has some backing….’

But.

No matter how great that backing was, the imminent fist was scarier. Considering that even the general of the legion, who had placed Tulkan, constantly fighting other demons for the ruler’s seat, couldn’t break through Tulkan’s stone skin in one blow-

‘It’s certain. That guy is a monster. Perhaps comparable to a general of the demon legion….’

Since he had chosen his side, Tulkan decided to go all the way. You never know. That brute might just become the next lord of the Blood Domain.

‘Heh heh. If things turn out that way, there might be some rewards for my early loyalty—’

Lost in his thoughts, Tulkan was shocked when a new figure appeared without any warning and spoke to him.

“You’ve come here, so you must have found something.”

“…!”

He was so close that he could touch his nose if he fell, yet Tulkan didn’t notice his approach until he spoke, causing cold sweat to trickle down his face. The thought that something was wrong was definitely not a mistake.

But Tulkan had long since steeled his resolve.

“Yes! I found the peculiar creature you mentioned!”

“Explain.”

“…It was a much smaller, weak demon. But no notable physical characteristics were apparent. Most importantly, it didn’t seem to understand our language at all.”

Tulkan spouted lies fluently, surprising himself at his acting skills, and then looked at the ‘figure’ for a reaction. Covered in a cloak made of beast hide, only golden scales peeked out from the demon’s body.

“By any chance, did that creature have gray skin?”

“Y-yes. It was gray.”

“…Where is it now? Have you made direct contact with it?”

That was an unexpected question. However, Tulkan, riding the momentum, squeezed out an answer effortlessly.

“No. The city’s butcher thought it was a dead body and brought it, but it turned out to still be alive. It’s barely clinging to life, though.”

Did his desperate acting work?

The demon with golden scales nodded his chin.

“Lead the way.”

“…O-of course.”

Momentarily enraged by the demon’s superior attitude, Tulkan exercised immense patience to suppress his anger.

‘Anyway, that monster will crush you!’

Turning towards the residence while seething inside, it happened.

Whoosh! Thud!

“Ugh!”

Intense pain surged through his spine and spread throughout his body. But whether by chance or not, recalling the pain when he was hit by Khan helped Tulkan quickly regain his senses and roll on the ground.

Boom!!

Seeing the bone tail embedded in the spot where he had been moments ago, Tulkan urgently shouted in panic.

“What are you doing?!”

“You’re the one playing tricks. Obvious, petty tricks.”

Caught?!

Horrified, Tulkan rolled on the ground again, as the tail burrowed into the Blood Domain.

But without time to be relieved or despaired, the demon with golden scales retracted its tail and rapidly closed the distance with ghostly movements.

“Ugh!”

Guarding against the frontal attack, Tulkan protected his face with both arms and groaned. The tail, bent at a bizarre angle, struck his back.

Thud.

Tulkan, who was overwhelmed so suddenly and easily, knelt down. The demon with golden scales who stopped in front of Tulkan coldly muttered.

“This is why mercy is a luxury for worms.”

The bone tail began to entangle Tulkan like a living snake. The grip was so strong that even Tulkan couldn’t break free.

“What I’m curious about, I’ll ask after reviving you as an undead.”

At the word ‘undead’, Tulkan’s eyes widened in fear.

“Somehow, this all seems familiar.”

The voice Tulkan had been waiting for interrupted with a thunderous noise.

Boom──!!

Despite not being directly exposed to the attack, Tulkan, whose hair stood on end, suddenly realized he was freed from the demon’s tail and quickly created distance.

However, the demon with golden scales showed no interest in Tulkan, whether he escaped or not. Their attention was entirely drawn to the new arrival.

“I didn’t expect to see someone who was already in my grasp again.”

And the same went for the interrupter who saved Tulkan.

“Darkin Perayas. It’s good to see you again in this way.”

“Gordi… Khaaaan──!!”
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‘Did I ever tell him my name?’

The memories of ‘Midland Quest’ Act 5’s boss had become faint. Darkin Perayas stood before him. This was no hallucination. The golden scales and the tail intertwined with bones were incontrovertible evidence.

‘There’s no way a creature like that would coincidentally appear at the time I fell into hell.’

There’s no need to ponder why Darkin Perayas, whom he thought was dead, appeared so intact. Considering he sold his soul to Aecharis, it’s not surprising that he would still be serving as its puppet even in hell.

“Kill. You─!!”

As Khan briefly contemplated the creature’s existence, Darkin, almost in a frenzied scream, lunged forward with his scale-covered arm outstretched.

But this beast had already suffered defeat by Khan once before, and the gap between the Khan of then and now was as wide as that between a goblin and an ogre. Khan effortlessly caught Darkin’s fist and swung his weapon without hesitation.

Crack!

The slash ran diagonally across Darkin’s upper body, shattering the golden scales and tearing his ragged cloak. As Khan was about to bring down another strike, he hesitated upon seeing the creature’s hidden face.

“Kiieeek!”

The face, once bearing an androgynous beauty, was now replaced by something resembling a beast’s maw, from which Darkin’s voice emerged.

“Die. Now!”

The tail, whipping like a lash, grazed Khan’s nose. This wasn’t a failed attempt at evasion. Khan had seen the attack with Karyan’s eyes and precisely tracked it with his own, creating distance accordingly.

Yet, he was injured.

‘The attack range is different from what it appears.’

Khan quickly deduced the source of the discrepancy.

『The space is distorted.』

“I know that…!”

As expected, the space around Darkin’s tail was subtly warped. It was clear that Darkin had inherited some of Aecharis’s power.

“Because of you, I…!”


However, any margin for error could simply be adjusted. Unless the first strike inflicted a fatal wound. And since it had failed, Darkin had no chance of winning.

『Blood Fire Technique』

Using the blood from the Heart of Predation as fuel, flames erupted and enveloped Khan’s entire body. Its power was incomparable to before. Since storing the giant’s blood in the Heart of Predation after leaving Paradise, the efficiency of the Blood Art had increased beyond measure.

It was more than enough to compensate for the gap where the mark’s buff was not at its maximum.

Boom─!

Guarding against spatial devouring, Khan swung Draupnir and cut Darkin’s tail. Indeed, the power of a spatial attack was absolute, the terrible resistance coursing through the blade made Khan’s hand tingle.

“Ugh…!”

But the one who sustained more damage wasn’t Khan, it was Darkin. Despite the spatial pressure that could break any sword, Draupnir remained unscathed, and the full-force slash following the trajectory of the sword severed Darkin’s tail in an instant.

“Yes! Crush him completely!”

Tulkan, who seemed to have forgotten he had been hit, was cheerfully cheering from the back, but the outcome of the battle had been decided from the start in Khan’s favor.

Though Darkin seemed to have gained strength after falling into hell and receiving something from Aecharis, Khan had become several times stronger.

Darkin Perayas couldn’t have been unaware of this fact. However, even as he screamed, Darkin neither fled nor pleaded for his life.

He clashed relentlessly against Khan, who unleashed an unending barrage of strikes with Unyielding and Draupnir, swinging his tail and claws in retaliation.

“Because of you…! Because of you…! Because of you…!”

The power of the Heavy Sword, tempered through countless battles to perfection, crushed Darkin’s golden scales and wreaked havoc on his insides. Each time, Darkin incessantly repeated, “Because of you…!” as he charged.

It was as if he had lost his sanity to rage, abandoning even the sensation of pain.

“Because of you…! Because of you…! Because of you…! Because of you…! Because of you…! Because of you…!”

But regardless of his insensitivity to pain, Darkin, a dark sorcerer, had to face the consequences of choosing hand-to-hand combat. Just like in that long-ago battle.

Slsh─!

Draupnir pierced from the crown of his head and cleaved straight downward.


Like a slow-motion video, Darkin’s body split open from top to bottom, his form tearing apart and collapsing to both sides, all while he continued to chant the same words over and over.

“See, I knew you would win, hyungnim!”

Tulkan, who had subtly switched to calling Khan ‘hyungnim’ and now acted overly familiar, cheered loudly. As Khan, who had now killed the same target twice, glanced between Darkin’s corpse and his experience bar curiously.

‘My experience didn’t increase.’

The lack of experience gain implied that Darkin wasn’t truly dead. However, Darkin had indeed faced death, and Khan had long confirmed with Karyan’s eyes that his consciousness had dissipated.

‘Do the creatures killed in hell not give experience points? Or perhaps because he had already died and come back to life?’

The few possibilities that came to mind were hard to decide on due to the lack of information. But an anomaly occurred immediately, rendering his worries moot.

“Damn, what the hell!”

Wriggle. Wriggle.

The corpse, which he thought was already dead, started convulsing as if in postmortem spasms, the two halves wriggling like magnets trying to pull each other together.

Crack!

Of course, Khan had no intention of just watching passively. He stomped on the corpse, crushing it, then swung Draupnir against the ground, creating a pressure wave that shredded the rejoining body parts into pieces.

“H-hyungnim! They’re still moving!”

Tulkan’s voice, seemingly having sensed the danger and retreated, was more distant this time. Yet Khan had no time to scold him. The anomaly occurring around Darkin’s corpse was far too bizarre.

‘Consciousness…?!’

The consciousness that had once dissipated was regenerating. Considering what had happened in Midland, this soul, having died twice, was attempting to resurrect again.

If only the body had revived, that would be one thing. Even Khan couldn’t hide his astonishment at the sight of a regenerating soul.

Teeth sprouted from the pieces of Darkin’s scattered body as they repeated the same phrase in his voice.

“Because of you…! Because of you…! Because of you…! Because of you…! Because of you…!”

There was no time to ponder the nature of the anomaly. Almost instinctively, Khan opened Aecharis’s pouch, adjusted the entrance’s position, and stuffed all the scattered pieces inside before sealing it.


“…….”

“…….”

Only then did Khan feel secure enough to breathe a sigh of relief. He turned toward where Tulkan had fled to.

‘Aecharis. Are you still hunting me?’

***

After dealing with Darkin Perayas, Khan prepared for Aecharis’s pursuit. Did Aecharis send Darkin here knowing Khan had been swept into dimensional collapse and fallen into hell, specifically the Blood Domain?

‘No, that’s unlikely.’

While Aecharis might have discerned that Khan had shifted to hell, recognizing his specific location as the Blood Domain seemed far-fetched. Darkin Perayas’s appearance must have been purely coincidental.

Khan’s certainty about this came from discovering other agents of Aecharis in different demon dwellings afterward.

“So, this makes four of these creatures now.”

“A-hem. Hyungnim, don’t you think it’s time we make a run for it?”

Tulkan, who had stubbornly refused to stay in his domain and insisted on following Khan, made a cautious suggestion.

But Khan immediately dismissed his proposal.

“We need to know where we’re running to.”

“What does that have to do with hunting down the pursuers?”

“Hmm. I suspect that Khan is doing this to determine the scale of the forces dispatched to pursue him.”

“What do you mean by that? Yoro.”

“The pursuers that came after Tulkan and those dispatched to other dwellings total four, and each of them was responsible for two or three dwellings.”

“So?”

Unlike Tulkan, Yoro, who had been brought along by Khan as an interpreter and encyclopedia, explained Khan’s intentions to Tulkan with his characteristic logical tone.

“And the dwellings they contacted were mainly on the outskirts of the Blood Domain. There were no pursuers further inside than Residence No. 17, where Tulkan was located.”

“Uh… So what?”

Despite Yoro’s detailed explanation, Tulkan still didn’t fully grasp it, but Yoro just continued smiling cheerfully.

“Given that the reach of the pursuers hasn’t extended to the inner areas of the Blood Domain, we now know we can evade them by heading further inward.”

“Oh. Oh, I see…! Yoro, you clever fellow!”

“Haha. Just say that I’m good at thinking things through.”

While the two demons chatted cheerfully behind him, Khan, who had stored the recently revived corpse in Aecharis’s pouch, fell into deep thought.

‘Would he notice the disappearance of his subordinates…? Of course, he would. The Scion of the Arch Demon should possess awareness akin to divine upper-tier gods. So, what is the chance that he would act personally?’

According to the hellish mythology Yoro had explained, that possibility was minimal.

Aecharis had left the deserted lands untouched, wary of Esperus, who went into hiding after being gravely wounded by an interdimensional ruler. He wouldn’t risk his life to catch one mere mortal.

However, the same Aecharis who meticulously crafted traps within quasi-dimensions to capture this mortal is unlikely to give up so easily.

This means…

‘He will move his legions to pursue me.’

Moreover, even if it isn’t Aecharis himself, there are demons under him with direct grudges against Khan.

Augrabes and Kerecatu, for instance.

‘The tasks I have are twofold. One is to find clues for returning. The other is to survive while evading Aecharis’s pursuit.’

Neither of these tasks is easy. Considering that he has to accomplish both tasks simultaneously makes it an impossible mission for an ordinary mortal.

But he can’t just lay down and die quietly.

‘I need to find a way…’

Khan stood in place for a long time, deeply lost in thought, but no answer came to mind. In such a truly desperate situation,-an unexpected glimmer of hope emerged from a surprising corner.

『So that’s what you were pondering. Didn’t you hear it from that interpreter? How the ruler of these Blood Domain returned with severe injuries. I thought you would have realized from the start who vanquished Esperus’s corporeal form. Strange how you miss certain things.』

A sly voice, reminiscent of a snake, chuckled softly.

『It was Karyan, who bestowed you with the mark, who repelled the scion of the Arc Demon, espelrus. At that time, espelrus forcibly tore a rift in the dimension to return to hell, leaving only his consciousness intact. Thus, there’s a good chance that the dimensional rift remains.』

And

『The dimensional rift is likely located not far from where Esperus vanished. Finding that location shouldn’t be impossible for you, as Karyan’s descendant. The mark engraved on your body will react.』
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The war sparked by the Greenskin warriors inflicted enormous losses across the entire continent. Though the fallen nations were peripheral kingdoms that couldn’t significantly impact the continental power balance, reality is never that simple.

“What? All those countries have fallen? Because of those green monsters!”

“Goods are not coming in as they should…! How can there be imports if the countries have collapsed?”

From the merchant companies dealing with the peripheral kingdoms, chaos erupted immediately. The merchant companies that brought in unique goods not available in the Empire from outside or exported the Empire’s goods to the peripheral kingdoms were in uproar.

With the main financers dead, they couldn’t remain unaffected. The Empire’s commerce was in a state of emergency, and the heads of the merchant association convened daily for strategy meetings.

Of course, they couldn’t come up with any solutions. The Greenskins, non-human perpetrators of the catastrophe, had already been subdued by the Empire’s hands.

They couldn’t demand reparations from the culprits who had caused the widespread destruction. Thus, merchants, including the merchant association, quickly turned their blame.

Rumors started spreading across the Empire, “Wasn’t it the Empire’s delayed response that exacerbated the situation?”

These rumors spread across the continent within days, creating a continental-wide reaction. Survivors from the peripheral kingdoms, including their royalties, began to rise in protest.

“Why did it take ten days to dispatch the subjugation forces?”

“Where is the power of the great Empire? Were you so scared of the Greenskins that you delayed the expedition?”

“Our merchant company has suffered catastrophic losses from this incident! Not only have we lost all existing trade routes, but three of our main trading kingdoms have fallen! How do you plan to compensate for this loss?”

However, the public response was lukewarm. Imperials generally regarded the world outside the Empire as ‘lesser peripheries’, and the Empire had swiftly ended the war with a single expedition, demonstrating its power.

But under the surface, thanks to the merchant association’s persistent propaganda and the influx of massive refugees, criticism against the Empire was growing.

“They are doing unnecessary things.”

Emperor Friedrick dismissed all the criticism with a simple remark.

“I will assign three Banner Lords and two Battle Mages. Go meet with the merchant association.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Chief Court Minister Deon, who had emerged as the most trusted confidant after the Chief Administrator’s betrayal, quietly left the palace.


That very day, the merchant association, which had been manipulating public opinion from behind the scenes, ceased all schemes and issued a statement expressing their respect for the Empire’s swift ten-day resolution of the situation.

Furthermore, the Imperial Family sympathetically acknowledged the merchant association’s losses and granted business rights in territories directly governed by the Imperial Family to the affected merchants.

“Send the refugees to the Georges Principality.”

Emperor Friedrick handled the refugee issue decisively. With vast lands but a sparse population, and having recently lost many men in a civil war, the Georges Principality was an ideal place to send the refugees.

As compensation, the Imperial Family opened their granaries to send food and generously distributed gold.

This incident highlighted why the Empire collapsed after the death of Emperor Friedrick in the ‘Midland Quest.’ His abilities were unparalleled compared to other leaders.

Yet, even Emperor Friedrick had problems that weren’t easily solved.

“So, what’s going on with the Sword Phantom?”

Notoriously unpredictable and supremely talented within the Empire, she had flawlessly completed the large-scale subjugation as the commander.

Naturally, the Imperial Family planned a grand triumphal ceremony to elevate Leniyar to hero status.

It was the perfect event to restore public morale shaken by the war, and even for the Sword Mountain, whose influence had waned due to Cain Leichtahp’s treason, it was a beneficial move.

However, upon her return to the Empire, Leniyar had secluded herself in the Sword Mountain, refusing to make any public appearances.

“Well, who can guess her intentions?”

Conrad, the half-dragon knight, shrugged.

“Maybe she had some sudden epiphany or something. Old Falken used to do that occasionally too.”

Knowing that her mentor, Valken Leichtahp, often displayed similar eccentricities, Conrad didn’t seem overly concerned.

Yet, Emperor Friedrick couldn’t shake off his discomfort. A certain insight, developed over decades as an emperor, kept signaling unease. And the emperor’s intuition was not mistaken.

When Chief Court Minister Deon, who had ‘peacefully’ completed negotiations with the merchant association, returned with peculiar news, the truth became apparent.

“Your Majesty. The leadership of the Argon Kingdom is suppressing rumors of the Dragon Slayer’s death….”

The death of the Dragon Slayer, relayed by a commander of the participating Argon Kingdom who had ties with the merchant association, was not news the emperor could take lightly.


Because the Dragon Slayer was none other than ‘Gordi Khan’.

Emperor Friedrick, often known by the nickname “Iron-Blooded”, was known for his cold demeanor. He remained unfazed by the death of even his own kin, a testament to his complete embodiment of his role as an emperor.

That Friedrick showed visible surprise at someone’s death was something even Conrad found extraordinary. But for the emperor, it was a natural reaction.

‘The one who obliterated the ancient giant resurrected in Paradise… died in a mere war against Greenskins?’

It was only recently that he had heard about the event in Paradise through Elena, the Scales of Justice. Furthermore, Gordi Khan was the only link to the mysterious ‘Han,’ and many key figures influencing the Empire had deep ties with him.

‘Now it makes sense.’

Leniyar, the Sword Phantom, had secluded herself in the Sword Mountain immediately after the war. The initial catalyst for the downfall of Paradise, including the raid on the Paradise Bank, was orchestrated by Gordi Khan and Leniyar.

“Though I do not know the exact nature of their relationship, if the commander, who ended the war, experienced a change of heart upon hearing about the disappearance of a significant bond… it’s understandable.”

“Hmm… Your Majesty, that girl is not one to be swayed by someone’s death.”

“People do change.”

I have changed as well. Conrad remained silent in response to Emperor Friedrick’s quiet murmur. The emperor had subtly indicated that Gordi Khan played a part in his own transformation.

“Whatever the case may be. If we assume that his death—no, his disappearance—has deeply unsettled the Sword Phantom, what about the others?”

“Ah…!”

Conrad let out a shallow gasp. The true nature of the unease the emperor had been expressing all this time became clear.

Gordi Khan.

A warrior from a barbarian tribe despised and loathed across the continent. He was not a man to be classified by such simplistic views.

In a kingdom that had to endure rebellion and the resurrection of an ancient dragon, he was a dragon slayer and a hero who saved the nation. In a duchy that seethed with revolution, he was a demon slayer, a seasoned warrior who quelled an internal uprising.

He was also the benefactor who led a decaying paradise back to the right path, providing new lands to displaced elves and dwarves. He subdued ancient beings and was a great warrior.

Moreover, many of those who had bonded with him were influential figures in strategic positions within the Empire.

The experienced emperor intuitively understood that the case with the Sword Phantom was just the beginning and that the aftermath of his disappearance would eventually upset the Empire.


“His presence has become too impactful to be dismissed as that of a mere individual. Without anyone’s realization….”

Though it might seem excessively hyperbolic to suggest that a single individual’s existence could threaten the continental superpower, the emperor himself was certain of it.

Thus, the emperor knew he had to make a decisive move.

“This won’t do. Summon the heads of the Three Pillars.”

In response to a crisis that hadn’t surfaced in hundreds of years, the emperor decided to convene a meeting to discuss matters potentially threatening the foundation of the Empire.

***

Banner Lords guarding the emperor, disguised and traveling incognito, visited the Sword Mountain, the Magic Tower, and the Church to convey the emperor’s message. Naturally, the Elector families were unaware of this.

The criteria set by the emperor for attendance were simple:

Only those who were qualified to discuss the disappearance of the Dragon Slayer were invited.

First, the Sword Mountain responded.

The Sword Phantom, who had been secluding herself, headed alone towards the capital. The Church sent two prospective apostles, accompanied by a paladin.

And from the Magic Tower—

“Am I really fit to attend such a meeting?”

“Who else but you, Ron?”

“My student is right. You should stand tall. Strictly speaking, you were the first companion, aside from that paladin girl.”

Well, that’s true but still—

Ron, who found himself representing the Magic Tower at the Three Pillars meeting, sighed deeply. Even if it wasn’t wrong, wasn’t there supposed to be some decorum?

A mere mercenary among such distinguished company, holding a conversation with the emperor? Just the thought was suffocating.

Although Magus Jerome, Jan’s mentor, accompanied him to maintain some semblance of formality, Ron was ultimately the representative.

This fact weighed heavily on his shoulders.

“Hoo.”

The moment he followed a man who introduced himself as the Chief Court Minister, Deon, into the room and felt the atmosphere, he was completely subdued.

“…….”

“…….”

“…….”

There were not too many people in the room, but not too few either. The imperial attendants, the emperor’s steadfast guards including the half-dragon knight willing to follow him anywhere, even to hell, and Emperor Friedrick seated at the head.

Then there were the Sword Phantom, two prospective apostles favored by the Goddess of Justice, and a paladin.

Gulp—

The sound of him swallowing his burgeoning anxiety was exceptionally loud. The oppressive silence in the room was more suffocating than being choked by an orc.

“You’ve come.”

Emperor Friedrick’s voice broke the silence as he acknowledged the arrival of the delegation from the Magic Tower. All eyes in the room turned to Ron, and for a moment, meeting the emperor’s gaze made Ron feel as though his mind had gone blank.

He finally realized:

Today, the future of the continent would be decided here. And Gordi Khan, the one who always found solutions, was no longer there.

“Let’s commence the Three Pillars meeting. The topic is…”

Emperor Friedrick’s steely voice pierced Ron’s consciousness.

“The prophet or the one who has experienced the future, known as ‘Han’. And now, with the disappearance of the Dragon Slayer, who was the only link to him. What remains of the continent’s future as left by these two… that seems to be our agenda.”
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‘It’s almost laughable to think I’ve gone through dimensional shifts twice. What rotten luck.’

But rather than lamenting his unfortunate fate and wasting time, Khan discovered an unexpected truth through the revenge-driven spirits, which suggested a new path. Not just escaping Aecharis’s pursuers, but finding a more fundamental solution.

“Yoro, I want to know more about Esperus. Specifically, his actions after that war.”

“Lord Esperus? That’s not difficult, but shouldn’t we be focusing on escaping first…”

“Hey, Yoro! When Khan says to explain, you explain!”

Grr—

Yoro couldn’t hide his reluctance. As a lesser demonkin, perhaps he hesitated to speak freely about Esperus, who was almost like a king in the Blood Domain.

‘That’s not the reason.’

Considering he had spoken freely about Esperus before, it didn’t seem like it was because of hesitation to talk about him. Or maybe there was something uncomfortable about discussing Esperus after his defeat by Karyan. That wasn’t it either.

If that were the case, Tulkan wouldn’t be chipping in from the side.

“Is it difficult to talk about?”

“N-no, it’s just… the information might not be very useful.”

“It’s alright.”

“If you say so. Well, as mentioned before, Lord Esperus vanished after being defeated by an interdimensional ruler. The other demonkin lords couldn’t be certain of his death, so they left the Blood Domain unattended.”

Mm-hmm.

Ignoring the unnecessary interjections from Tulkan, Yoro continued his explanation.

“The truth is, when Lord Esperus returned to the Blood Domain with severe injuries, not all his subordinate demonkins were destroyed.”

“I thought you said they died in the war?”

“Well… it’s a bit different. I simplified it by saying they were destroyed, but the reality is a bit different. They weren’t destroyed. They were absorbed.”

“Absorbed?”


Absorbed.

A small difference, but the meaning was vastly different.

“Lord Esperus returned to the Blood Domain with his subordinate demonkins… and absorbed them on the spot. He reclaimed the powers he had scattered to himself.”

“To restore his strength.”

“Yes, exactly. More accurately, to maintain his deteriorating spirit and body. The wounds inflicted by the interdimensional ruler were so severe that even a scion of the Arc Demon felt threatened with annihilation. So, the demonkins in the Blood Domain were all absorbed… and Lord Esperus disappeared to recover his strength… That’s all that’s known.”

Just as Yoro initially said, it wasn’t particularly useful information.

“Mm-hmm…”

Tulkan, who was nodding his head while making irrelevant interjections, didn’t seem to know anything more either.

‘Do I really have to search the entire Blood Domain to find the dimensional rift?’

That wouldn’t do. While he was stuck in this wretched hell, Midland wouldn’t just stand still. Moreover, Khan was begrudgingly aware.

‘There’s no other way.’

Until now, he had tried not to forge deep bonds with anyone in Midland.

No, he had made himself think that way deliberately. For the sake of the inevitable return someday. But now, he had to admit it. Even if he denied it, his comrades wouldn’t see it that way.

‘If I disappear, who knows how they’ll act.’

Every one of them was a bit off-kilter. Yet he had no means to find a dimensional rift somewhere in this vast Blood Domain—

“Hey, Yoro. If Esperus retrieved his powers, what about the generals?”

“Excuse me? What do you mean, Tulkan…?”

“The demonkin legion generals. They boasted that they inherited the great one’s powers, didn’t they?”

“Tulkan, that’s just nonsense—”

“No.”


Khan raised his hand to stop Yoro from dismissing Tulkan’s words and motioned for him to continue.

“Go on.”

“Heh heh…! Of course.”

Tulkan was more than happy to share everything he knew, excited that Khan was taking an interest.

“Right now, there are no demonkins in the Blood Domain, right? But the demonkin legion ruling the Blood Domain still exists. I was supposed to join them soon, too….”

“Skip the irrelevant parts.”

“Ahem. The demonkin legion manages the dwellings in the Blood Domain and is the de facto ruling force here. And the ones managing the demonkin legion are the demonkin generals, one of whom appointed me as the manager of my dwelling.”

Tulkan continued by elaborating on how terrifying and powerful these demonkin generals were.

“Of course, don’t think of the generals as ordinary demonkins! They’re called demonkins, but I’ve heard they’re not much inferior even when compared to demons outside the Blood Domain.”

“From whom.”

“Well, from those generals, of course….”

Khan, noticing that even Tulkan knew his own statement lacked credibility, pondered momentarily.

‘Demonkin generals….’

If Tulkan’s words were true, these generals possessed Esperus’s powers and were formidable enough to be compared to demonkins despite being treated as a slave race.

“Yoro, is what Tulkan said true?”

“…It’s true that the demonkin generals are extremely powerful. While Tulkan is invincible within his dwelling, the generals could take on dozens of Tulkans without a scratch.”

“That’s not true… you idiot!”

So, it’s true. Khan could infer the strength of the demonkin generals from Tulkan’s reluctant denial.

‘Even if Tulkan is a braggart who relies only on his brute strength, his physical prowess is genuine.’

With strength exceeding 80, it took a serious effort to even reveal the moist flesh beneath his rock-hard exterior, meaning most demonkins couldn’t even scratch him. If Tulkan and a dozen more like him couldn’t pose a challenge, then—


“Alright, I’ve decided.”

“Hyungnim! This isn’t a good idea! This Tulkan is destined to become a demonkin general someday—!”

Ignoring Tulkan’s nonsense, Khan, who had chosen his next target, let his eyes sparkle with determination.

“I need to meet a demonkin general.”

***

Tulkan explained that the demonkin generals, who ruled the Blood Domain and protected them from the demonkins outside, numbered more than twenty.

“There are that many known, but in reality, there are likely more. Managing such a vast Blood Domain with only twenty generals doesn’t seem feasible. And the general in charge of Residence No. 17, where we are, is a very savage one named Kurtank.”

“Any unique traits? As a demonkin, does he have any notable characteristics?”

“Kurtank… Hmm, this might sound a bit odd, but he’s very dangerous. Not because of his physical prowess but because he possesses mental abilities.”

“Mental abilities?”

Khan furrowed his brows.

“Does he control demonkins like puppets or something?”

“It’s similar. Although his physical strength is also formidable, the most frightening aspect of Kurtank is that his mental abilities are not restricted to any specific race. He has a vile habit of charming demonkins or beasts he takes a liking to and making them his subordinates.”

‘He didn’t make you his subordinate, so I guess you weren’t to his liking’, Khan thought but refrained from saying out loud. Instead, he asked for more details about Kurtank’s abilities.

How exactly do they work, and how does he charm others?

“Well, I don’t know the specifics… Oh, but it seems he can’t charm those with no intelligence at all. Most of the demonkins he commands are intelligent, so that’s almost certain.”

“Intelligence…”

“Of course, since you, hyungnim, possess incredible intelligence that even amazes this Tulkan, it’d be wise to be cautious of Kurtank’s abilities!”

Tulkan’s bright eyes reflected pure sincerity as he warned Khan to be cautious. There wasn’t a trace of doubt in his eyes. Khan forced himself to ignore Tulkan’s gaze and asked how they could contact Kurtank.

Tulkan scratched the back of his stone head thoughtfully.

“Uh… I’m not sure. Maybe if something goes wrong in the residence, he’ll come to inspect? He might come by soon…”

***

In the desolate Blood Domain, roads could not exist, and naturally, there were no means of transport such as carriages.

Yet, there was one entity that defied such logic.

“Lord Kurtank, we will soon arrive at Residence No. 17.”

This entity was none other than Kurtank, one of the demonkin legion generals.

She particularly enjoyed commanding demonkins and beasts she had charmed with her abilities, to flaunt her power and superiority to other lesser demonkins.

As part of this, Kurtank used a carriage pulled by demonkins to transport herself.

-Thus, the sight of a carriage pulled by demonkins the size of trolls, accompanied by numerous other demonkins and beasts, was a sure sign of Kurtank’s arrival in the Blood Domain.

“I will bring the manager of the residence.”

Her closest confidant, who traveled nearest to Kurtank’s carriage, bowed and then disappeared, seemingly swallowed by the ground at an incredible speed. Not long after, three figures from Residence No. 17 trudged towards Kurtank’s carriage.

“What are you?”

A deeply seductive voice emanated from inside the carriage.

“You are the manager of this residence… And what about those frail-looking ones beside you? And where is Joden, whom I sent into the residence?”

Just hearing the voice, which carried an alluring and disturbing aura, felt unsettling. Moreover, Kurtank seemed unfazed by the absence of the confidant sent to the residence, speaking with languid indifference.

She did not order her subordinates to stop the two unfamiliar figures approaching her carriage until they were right beside it. Such absolute confidence. Only someone who never doubted their own safety would possess such a sense of ennui that emanated from Kurtank.

“H-hyungnim….”

The eyes of the demonkin with the rocky skin trembled with unease. Confronting Kurtank in person, it was clear that he was brimming with fear. Kurtank, still inside the carriage, seemed to sense this, letting out a faint chuckle.

“Alright then, I’ll just forcefully extract what you’re up to.”

Rustle—

With the sound of clothing brushing, Kurtank, the general ruling the Blood Domain, emerged from the carriage. First to appear was her smooth, white leg, followed by a black dress made from demonkin skin.

Finally, Kurtank fully revealed herself.

“A fox…?”

Unlike the southern continent’s beastfolk, whose human traits were slightly mixed in their facial features, Kurtank had a completely animal-like face akin to a true fox-man.

“I’ll make sure you spill everything by enchanting you.”

Just as Khan was about to mutter something in surprise at the suspicious-looking fox beastfolk, Kurtank, six tails emerged and swayed beneath her dress, casting her enchanting power over Khan, Yoro, and Tulkan.

“The outside has been quite noisy lately, you know? So, why don’t you tell me honestly if you’re the ones causing all the trouble in the residence recently?”

Kurtank smiled, confident that her ability had taken hold.

Unless they had intelligence so low it bordered on mindlessness, no being could resist her powers. Even fellow generals avoided her abilities, which was why this remote residence had been assigned to her.

Naturally, she was certain the three demonkins in front of her were now completely under her control. Kurtank was that assured.

However, unfortunately—

『Intelligence: 2』 -1

The system acknowledged that one of the beings before her possessed an intelligence stat lower than that of a goblin.

‘Damn, can’t even enjoy this….’
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Thanks to his abysmal intelligence stat, the situation was turning in his favor. Khan had experienced similar situations before but chose to ignore them for now.

‘Well, maybe it’s a fox spirit concept or something.’

For now, the immediate situation was more important. Kurtank was a demonkin with a fox’s face and a human body. Her abilities seemed to be charm-related, with no apparent limit on the number of targets.

Once ensnared, it appeared that her victims couldn’t refuse her commands, and their reasoning seemed to dull.

“Heh…”

“Lord Kurtank…”

Considering that even Yoro had become dazed, Kurtank’s abilities were certainly dangerous. But they had no effect on Khan.

‘Which means there’s a way to use this to my advantage.’

Even at this moment, Khan was thinking of countless ways to utilize Kurtank’s abilities. He could have her gather useful demonkins and find the dimensional rift, saving a lot of time. Or he could enlist the demonkin generals to fend off Aecharis’s pursuers.

“First, let’s start with introductions. You there… the one with the gray skin. You seem the most useful of the lot.”

Kurtank commanded with a seductive smile, unaware of Khan’s inner machinations.

‘She noticed?’

Despite her arrogance, she had a keen eye. Most demonkins he had encountered gauged strength based on size and physical traits.

Like Yoro, Tulkan, and the other demonkins of Residence No. 17, who had dismissed Khan as a lesser demonkin due to his small stature and plain body.

But Kurtank was different. She had accurately identified Khan as the strongest among Yoro, Tulkan, and himself.

‘Sharp instincts. And useful abilities.’

He made a decision. Though the moment was brief, it was more than enough time for Khan to decide Kurtank’s fate. He resolved to keep the fox demonkin alive, and unknowingly, Kurtank’s life was spared.

“Where do you rank among the generals?”

“…Who are you?”

“I asked you a question.”


Step—

A demonkin completely enthralled would not move without Kurtank’s permission. But Khan took a step towards her carriage without any hesitation.

“Minions…!”

This highly alarmed Kurtank. Never before had she encountered a sentient being entirely unaffected by her abilities, and she immediately commanded the surrounding demonkins to subdue Khan.

Crash—!!

Even the demonkins as large as trolls were knocked down like leaves in the wind. Attempting to seize Khan, they were all felled by a mere punch.

‘What the…!’

Internally screaming, Kurtank kicked away from her carriage. With a single leap, she retreated dozens of steps, proving that her physical abilities far exceeded those of ordinary demonkins, not just her mental powers.

“Stop him─!”

And then, the true extent of her abilities was revealed. Dozens of demonkins and beasts charged at Khan in unison, like a single organism. They did not rush at him chaotically; instead, they formed a meticulously trained formation.

Giant centipede-like beasts attacked first, supported by demonkins of various forms in a wedge formation.

‘Impressive.’

A faint smile formed at the corners of Khan’s mouth. On the other hand, Kurtank felt a chill from that smile. These were dozens of demonkin elites, each capable of ruling a residence, supported by five giant centipede beasts that could easily swallow ten such demonkins.

Even for a general of the same legion, this was a formidable force. Kurtank, certain of her victory as always, had expected to watch from afar with an arrogant smile, mocking her struggling opponent.

However—

Crash—!!

With the same loud sound as before, the giant centipede beast’s torso was severed. Green fluids splattered everywhere, momentarily obscuring Khan’s figure with the beast’s corpse.

In that instant, all the demonkins lost sight of Khan.

“Above!”

Kurtank, observing the battlefield from a distance, was the exception. Her voice, imbued with some kind of demonkinic influence, caused dozens of eyes to snap upward simultaneously.


Hovering above, a barbarian wielding an axe and a magic sword twisted his body mid-air.

『Too late─!』

Khan’s war cry caused a momentary paralysis among the demonkins as he reversed his body in the air. Stepping onto a wind spirit’s platform, he plunged towards the ground like a cannonball, swinging his axe just before hitting the earth.

Boom.

Crack, crack, crack—!!

The solid ground of the Blood Domain erupted, and shattered fragments shot up like daggers in every direction. It was akin to firing hundreds, thousands of projectiles in all directions. The sheer aftermath killed over a dozen demonkins who lacked solid skin.

The greatest impact, however, was the total annihilation of the centipede beasts that were supposed to act as a shield.

“No…!”

A scream burst from Kurtank’s lips. In an instant, she had lost all the centipede beasts she had painstakingly gathered over several decades in the Blood Domain. And the realization that they had failed to even scratch her opponent plunged her into deeper despair.

She had to abandon all pride and choose to flee.

“Stop him! Stop him at all costs!”

With a desperate scream that nearly tore her throat, Kurtank turned her back. It was clear she intended to escape while her minions died trying to stop Khan. Naturally, Khan wasn’t one to passively observe.

『Leap』

Stepping forward with his left foot as if stomping the ground with his toes, Khan’s form shot forward, breaking through the demonkin’s encirclement.

He needed no special techniques. He rammed with his shoulder, cleaved with Unyielding, and slashed with Draupnir.

Slash. Splatter!

Blood sprayed in the wake of Khan’s passage.

And once more.

Squelch. Boom!

With another leap, the demonkins were torn apart and scattered, and Khan caught up to Kurtank, grinning.


“Is that all you’ve got?”

“No way…!”

A malevolent glint appeared in Kurtank’s eyes, and the ground beneath Khan’s feet began to writhe. Even before he could leap away from the ominous signs, something burst through the earth.

“If you thought I’d just run away, you underestimated me─!”

Khan’s downward glance met the sight of a circular maw filled with saw-like teeth, attached to a cylindrical body easily over ten meters long. One of the Blood Domain’ apex predators, a Bloodworm, sprang up from beneath and swallowed Khan whole.

“Hahaha…! Do you think I’d come here alone relying just on those?!”

The Bloodworm was a massive beast Kurtank had managed to tame over her lifetime wandering the Blood Domain. It was the true force that had earned her the rank of general. Only a slim few knew about her control over the Bloodworm.

‘Anyone who’s seen the Bloodworm has died…!’

Once unleashed, it was a do-or-die trump card.

That was the Bloodworm.

Inside its stomach, there was no escape. The moment one was swallowed, the corrosive acids inside would dissolve even demonkinic skin, leaving no trace behind.

“Huff. Huff!”

Only then did Kurtank cease her desperate flight, calming her ragged breaths. When was the last time she felt death so closely? At least several hundred years, she figured, making the experience all the more bewildering.

‘Why is such a monster in this remote area…?’

The outer regions of the Blood Domain were typically assigned to lesser demonkins, considered little more than slaves. While occasionally useful individuals emerged, most sought to join the legion at the heart of the Blood Domain for better prospects.

Naturally, few forces could threaten a general like Kurtank; any that could were routinely charmed or eliminated through her mental abilities. But now, such a monster had suddenly appeared.

‘And right after the legion issued reconnaissance orders….’

Coincidence? Hardly.

No matter how she thought about it, it wasn’t a coincidence. The legion had already exiled her to the outskirts, wary of her charm abilities.

‘Those cowards, did they decide to kill me now?’

With a sneer, Kurtank slowly walked back the way she had come. Unlike the gray demonkin who had almost killed her, the other two demonkins were left dazed under her charm. She intended to interrogate the two to uncover the mastermind behind this incident.

‘And if the legion really is behind this…’

She would then bring out the option of independence she had buried deep in her heart. Kurtank’s expression grew colder as she passed the Bloodworm.

Gurgle. Gurgle.

An unusual sound reached her ears.

“Bloodworm…?”

The Bloodworm’s body seemed to squirm as if trying to digest the prey it had swallowed. Kurtank stopped and reached out to check the Bloodworm’s condition.

Rip!

With a sound like tearing fabric, the famously tough skin of the Bloodworm split open. And from within, a red, cooked-looking Khan appeared, grabbing Kurtank’s hand.

“Got you.”

Kurtank was so shocked she forgot to breathe, unable to even swallow. She tried to pull away, but Khan’s grip was relentless. Instead, he dragged her close, wrapping his arm around her neck and starting to choke her.

“G-gagh…!”

The pressure was enough to burst a head. Khan was exerting precisely that much force. But Kurtank had no time to think about that. Her vision blurred, and strength drained from her limbs.

‘I must escape…!’

Kurtank frantically struggled. She wrapped her six tails around Khan’s legs, trying to throw him off balance, and scratched at his red-cooked arm with her nails to free herself from his grip.

“Sleep for now.”

But her efforts were in vain. Khan effortlessly added a bit more strength to nullify all resistance. In the rapidly fading consciousness, Kurtank realized something.

‘This strength… It’s the power of a Hell Monarch…!’

The man overpowering her contained a fragment of a Hell Monarch’s power within him. It wasn’t a hallucination. It couldn’t be. There was a being with similar power ruling the central Blood Domain.

The current true ruler of the Blood Domain in the absence of Esperus.

‘This gray demonkin is a descendant of that Hell Monarch…!’

As Kurtank reached this shocking revelation, her vision went dark.

Crunch.

Darkness engulfed her sight.
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 263

				
When Kurtank opened her eyes again, she realized she was in an unfamiliar room. And a nightmarish voice spoke from right beside her.

“Here….”

“This is Residence No. 17.”

“You─!”

As soon as she heard the voice, memories rushed back to her. Right before she lost consciousness, she remembered her forces being wiped out in an instant, the secret weapon Bloodworm being split open, and the distinct aura she sensed from the Scion of the Arch Demon.

“…….”

Kurtank’s lips, which had been about to burst into a shout while pointing accusingly at Khan, clamped shut.

If the aura she felt was genuine, then the demon before her wasn’t just any ordinary demon…

“Your abilities are quite handy.”

“…What do you plan to do with me?”

“You catch on quickly.”

For some reason, Kurtank’s tone had become more cautious, and a pleased smile curved Khan’s lips. Whether it was due to the Heart of Predation on his right chest or not, he was satisfied that the subordinate he intended to use was capable of such discretion.

“Let’s go back to the first question. Among the generals, where do you rank? Considering you’re in such a remote place, your standing must be lower?”

The question was rude, outright disrespectful, but Kurtank suppressed her emotions. She understood precisely who held the power in their current situation. Moreover, she had confidence in her abilities.

“There are twenty-one demonkin generals. Among them, there are only three whom I cannot defeat.”

“Demon generals?”

“That’s the designation for the generals in the legion. Unlike the legions outside the Blood Domain, we are led by demons, hence the distinction.”

Khan paused for a brief moment.

“So why are you stuck out here in this remote area?”

“You’ve seen my abilities, right? I can enchant any intelligent being and make them my subordinate. That includes other demonkin generals. The only exceptions are you and…”


Kurtank trailed off, glancing warily at Khan. She seemed hesitant to mention another ‘exceptional being’ like Khan.

“…The one who created the current legion. He also isn’t affected by my charm.”

“And the other two? You said there were three you couldn’t beat. Besides the one who created the legion, there should be two more.”

“Those two, our abilities are simply mismatched. One is too fast, and the other is too tough. It’s not that I would lose, it’s just that the battles would end in a draw.”

“Well, that’s something you don’t know without trying.”

Khan continued his questioning, indifferent to Kurtank’s frustrated expression.

“What kind of guy is the one who gathered these demonkin generals? You seem to be quite cautious.”

“Are you asking me that?”

“Who else could I ask?”

“…….”

Kurtank felt the conversation was veering off course.

‘What’s going on? I thought he knew about the other descendant of the Hell Monarch and came here because of that?’

Considering a being with the same Hell Monarch’s power as the head of the Blood Domain legion suddenly causing chaos in the Blood Domain, it seemed more plausible that Khan was aware of his presence.

Moreover, Kurtank was inspecting the residence due to orders from ‘him,’ so from her perspective, it was logical to think she had been caught up in a fight between the two descendants.

But from the way the conversation was flowing now, it seemed like the gray demon before her had no idea about the other’s existence.

“…Do you really not know?”

“I wouldn’t be asking if I did.”

“Sigh….”

Kurtank cast a suspicious glance, wondering if she was being deceived, but Khan showed no reaction.

‘So, he really just appeared by coincidence? And I just happened to get entangled…?’


Thinking this way left her feeling hollow. Encountering a monster by chance had rendered her lifelong efforts futile. Even a seasoned demonkin general like Kurtank couldn’t help but be stirred.

“…He’s not well-known. Among us, he is just spoken of as a monster comparable to the demons outside the Blood Domain. How strong he is hasn’t been detailed.”

“Is it because no one has seen him fight?”

“No. He often demonstrates his power. Especially when there are rebellious movements within the legion. He personally executes them as an example. Naturally, even rebel demonkin generals have tried to resist…”

But they couldn’t even come close.

“Let me make it clear, all demonkin generals are powerhouses that are hard to categorize as mere demonkins. While they may not be on par with demons from outside, three or more together could stand against external demons. But… he’s different. No matter how many of us join forces, we can’t stand against him.”

Just recalling the memory seemed to give Kurtank goosebumps.

“Even though he only acted for a moment, the aftermath resulted in six rebel demonkin generals and hundreds of strong demonkins turning into blood puddles. They didn’t leave a trace… Not even a single scream. Just, in an instant.”

Despite Kurtank’s warning, Khan’s reaction was dismissive.

“All you’re saying is he’s strong. Not quite what I was expecting.”

“…Whatever you were expecting, you won’t get that information from me. I’ve been exiled from the central legion. Only a handful of times have I seen him since I became a demonkin general.”

“Then why do you trust that guy and follow him? You don’t know who he is or how strong he is.”

“Because he’s strong. Isn’t that enough?”

A different mindset, indeed. Khan fell silent, momentarily taken aback by Kurtank’s straightforward attitude as if questioning why he would even ask.

“Of course.”

Perhaps mistaking Khan’s reaction for displeasure, Kurtank hurriedly added further explanation.

“That’s not all. Actually… I thought you’d know best, but apparently not.”

“Me? What do you mean by that?”

“The thing on your right chest. It’s a fragment of a Hell Monarch, isn’t it?”

Khan’s eyes became sharply focused. Surrounded by a palpable menace that suggested he might split her skull with an axe if she didn’t explain how she knew, Kurtank raised her hands in exaggerated surrender.


“I just sensed it. I’ve felt something similar before… Even if it’s not me, some of the other demonkin generals can sense the fragment’s power in you instinctively.”

Though she didn’t understand how it was possible, Kurtank seemed to gather more information from Khan’s reaction, her demeanor relaxing slightly.

“And the one who created the Blood Domain legion carries a fragment of the Hell Monarch, just like you. My abilities didn’t work on him either. That’s why I was exiled to the outskirts. My powers don’t affect him.”

‘So Tulkan’s claim that the demonkin generals inherited Esperus’s power was true…’

Khan was now half-convinced that the one who had gathered the demonkin generals, including Kurtank, held vital clues. A fragment of a Hell Monarch. In other words, a being with powers once possessed by a scion of the Arc Demon.

‘It’s only natural that he knows things others don’t about Esperus. He might have found the place where Esperus vanished and taken those powers.’

However, the issue was more complex than that. Finding the dimensional rift and politely asking for all the details wouldn’t result in a cooperative response.

‘They might aim for the power I possess.’

Given this, Khan would need a different approach. Since the chance of a friendly reception was virtually nil,

‘I need to strike first.’

“Why are you staring at me like that? I’ve told you everything I know. Is this done?”

Kurtank stood up in the opulent room that Tulkan had prepared to showcase his prestige, subtly increasing the distance between herself and Khan. It was a clear gesture for him to let her go.

Khan gave a small nod, signaling her to do as she wished. Kurtank hesitated several times, suspecting a potential ambush from behind, but the apparent sincerity in Khan’s intention to let her leave left her feeling both puzzled and relieved.

However, just as she was about to leave, a mocking voice stopped her in her tracks.

“By the way, will you actually survive going back after losing so many of your subordinates?”

Given her situation, she should have ignored such a simple provocation. Yet Kurtank halted not because she fell for the provocation, but because she understood the true meaning behind it. This man intended to win her over.

“…What do you really want?”

At first, she thought he had come to find the other descendant of the Hell Monarch. But it turned out to be a coincidence. And now he was trying to recruit her?

It was a perplexing turn of events.

“From what I hear, you’re quite dissatisfied being stuck in the outskirts. You’re unable to do anything because of the one your abilities don’t work on. Isn’t that right?”

“What does that have to do with anyth—”

“I’ll send you to the central region.”

Kurtank’s eyes widened in shock despite her attempt to maintain composure.

“If I eliminate those demonkin generals your abilities don’t affect and the other descendant, wouldn’t you be able to control the Blood Domain with your power?”

“Ha…! You must be joking. Sure, I can admit you’re strong. But I’m unsure if you’re capable of handling all the demonkin generals. Especially against him, mere strength won’t suffice…!”

“Then I’ll show you.”

When did he get so close?

Kurtank flinched and took a step back, startled by Khan’s face suddenly being inches away. But for every step she took back, Khan took one forward, keeping the distance unchanged.

“You’re not the only demonkin general operating outside the central region. If they exiled you here to keep your abilities in check, it’s likely they sent measures to control you as well. Am I right?”

“How do you…!”

“I’ll deal with all of them. Better yet, I’ll capture them alive so you can use your abilities on them.”

Is this enough as a down payment?

***

On the outskirts of the Blood Domain, the largest of the demon residences bore the number one. At the center of this residence stood an antique castle distinct from its surroundings.

Oddly enough, the castle lacked any walls, as if its owner anticipated no attacks from the outside. This was because the castle’s owner was a powerful demon lord who ruled the Blood Domain.

The absence of walls was a demonstration that the demon lord had no fear of being overwhelmed by hundreds or thousands of lesser demons. In reality, as long as the demon lords resided there, the walls were unnecessary, making the castle nearly impregnable.

Currently, the stronghold had indeed become nearly invincible since a demonkin general, renowned even among those at the central legion, had been dispatched there.

“Lord Tenel, according to your orders, we deceived Kurtank by posing it as a central mission and sent her to Residence No. 17. But are you certain this is alright? If she finds out we sent her knowing there was danger lurking there, she won’t stay quiet…”

“It doesn’t matter. No matter what that fox tries, she won’t be able to kill me.”

The name of this demonkin general was Tenel. Known as the ‘Shield of the Blood King’ in the central region, he was a powerful demon and the one responsible for sending Kurtank to where Khan was.

“No, actually, it would be preferable if she survived and then came to try killing me.”

Tenel chuckled, his voice a mix of metallic rasping and a deep male tone, producing an eerie sound.

“Then I’d have a good reason to put that damn fox down and return to the central region as soon as possible.”
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As expected, Kurtank accepted the proposal. In truth, when speaking with Kurtank, Khan wasn’t focused on the demonkin generals themselves, but on Kurtank’s emotions as she spoke about them.

‘It’s not a deep red, but it’s still red. It means she’s not exactly friendly towards them.’

To be more precise. When talking about the demonkin generals, the emotion was red, but when referring to ‘him’ who assembled the demonkin generals, fear subtly crept in.

She had enmity towards her fellow demonkin generals but held absolute recognition and fear towards their leader. To dilute that anxiety, the solution was straightforward.

‘Show them something grand and undeniable.’

Moreover, causing a ruckus within the Blood Domain through Kurtank would eventually impact Aecharis’s pursuers when they arrive.

“…But it won’t be easy. As much as I hate to admit it, each demonkin general is a formidable opponent. Plus, they can resist my power for a short time. That wretched shield man is completely immune to attacks.”

“That sturdy one is your watchdog?”

“Yes. Tenel, the Shield of the Blood King. In the central region, he’s known as the fortress wall protecting the Blood King.”

When Kurtank spoke about Tenel, her emotions were closer to unease rather than fear or hostility.

“If it were one-on-one, I could use my subordinates as bait, and with time, bring them under my control. But to fully dominate, it takes quite a while. Tenel… will surely continue to disrupt and ignore all attacks during that time. He has an impenetrable armor that nullifies any attack.”

However, all of her subordinates had already been dealt with by Khan. In other words, to take on Tenel, Khan would have to handle multiple demonkin generals, including Tenel, simultaneously.

And to honor the agreement with Kurtank, he’d have to subdue them alive.

“Can you really do it? From my point of view, gaining control over the demonkin generals would be ideal. But even without ‘him’ in the central region, I stayed still because of the strength of each demonkin general.”

Kurtank’s six tails swayed uneasily, reflecting her anxiety. It meant the power of the demonkin generals was immense enough to make her uneasy even after witnessing Khan’s strength.

However, Khan didn’t use words to soothe her fears.

“Whether it’s possible or not, you’ll see for yourself.”

“What are you going to do…?”

Khan, smiling faintly at Kurtank’s question, stood up.

“It’d be best if they were all gathered in one place.”


That way, it would be more convenient to deal with them.

***

On the outskirts of the Blood Domain, at Residence No. 1, a group made its appearance in the most bustling of the outskirt settlements.

There was Yoro, a demonkin with an appearance resembling a bald black helmet, Tulkan, a demonkin with rocky skin and a massive physique, and Khan, a barbarian with a smaller frame compared to demonkins but harboring the strength of a giant.

Lastly,

“Lord Kurtank…”

“Everyone, get inside! She’ll control us all!”

“But where have all her many subordinates gone…?”

Kurtank was a being who, due to her unique abilities, was viewed with suspicion not only by ordinary demonkins but also by fellow demonkin generals. With a human-like body, the face of a fox, and six tails, she was a demonkin general none could ignore.

Most demonkins in Residence No. 1 displayed similar emotions at her arrival. Fear of being controlled by her powers. Or curiosity about the absence of the subordinates she usually flaunted with pride.

“You’re quite famous.”

“Shut up…! Whose fault do you think this is?”

“Mine, perhaps?”

“You make me look like a defeated commander who lost all her subordinates!”

It was clear that Khan and Kurtank, with their heightened senses, heard all the mutterings around them. While Yoro, the real-time interpreter, couldn’t translate every single conversation among the dispersed crowd, Khan could still pick up on the general atmosphere.

‘Most seem filled with fear.’

Although Kurtank seemed accustomed to it and largely unfazed, Khan noticed and empathized with her underlying weariness.

“Hyungnim.”

He noticed Tulkan’s conspicuously nervous behavior.

“Are you really going through with this? This… This is making my blood boil…! Ha. Hahaha!”


“Lord Tulkan, your laughter sounds a bit awkward.”

“Shut up…!”

Even though Yoro, now almost like a constant companion, joked with Tulkan, his tension did not ease. After all, Tulkan, who was used to being the leader of a remote town, was suddenly thrust into a grand scheme—his reaction was understandable.

‘Yoro. That guy is the strange one.’

In contrast, Yoro’s calm demeanor despite joking with the visibly tense Tulkan was striking. His extensive knowledge and conspicuous nonchalance made him suspicious in an odd way.

If Khan noticed anything off about Yoro’s aura, he would have taken action despite losing the real-time translation capability.

“So, we’ve made it to Residence No. 1, but… are you really going through with the plan? No matter how I think about it, it seems impossible…”

“Just watch quietly. If you’re bored, keep those two in check.”

“You talk too much….”

Though she had followed him this far, Kurtank still eyed Khan’s back with a mixture of skepticism.

After all, the plan he proposed seemed incredibly far-fetched.

‘Crush them with force…?’

Indeed, Khan’s strength was beyond what a typical demonkin general could handle.

Even without considering her disadvantage due to her charm abilities being ineffective, the fact that Khan single-handedly obliterated her subordinates was proof enough.

But dealing with multiple demonkin generals — especially those as powerful as Tenel — simultaneously was a whole different matter.

‘However, if he succeeds, it’s definitive proof.’

If he could really manage it, then the man residing at the central region, the ‘Blood King,’ would have a rival strong enough to challenge him. This meant that Kurtank could bet her life for a significant gain.

‘It’s not the time yet.’

Currently, Kurtank was following Khan partly because she needed more capable subordinates urgently, aside from just being leashed by him.

Many demonkin generals saw her as a thorn in their side due to her charm abilities. But once Khan proved his caliber, Kurtank might start seeing him as the new Blood King.


To do that—

‘I’ll just watch for now. Let’s see how he handles those numerous demonkin generals and Tenel.’

***

Given that Kurtank still maintained her status as a demonkin general, entering the castle wasn’t particularly difficult.

“Who are those demonkins?”

“They’re new subordinates I’ve taken in. Do I need to report every single detail?”

“Oh, no, apologies.”

There was some commotion due to the suspicious company she brought, but her mild annoyance quickly resolved it. It was clear her charm abilities were feared even within the same legion.

“Tenel likely received word the moment I appeared at the residence. This is probably just a formality.”

“So, there’s a chance they’re already gathered together.”

“Likely. They don’t want to face me separately because they fear my abilities so much.”

Kurtank shared information while sneering, as they walked through the long corridor.

“There are four demonkin generals stationed in the castle. If one that was out on a mission has returned, it might be five. Including their subordinates, the number could be quite significant. But given their awareness of my presence, they wouldn’t have brought too many. Practically, the enemies you’ll face should be countable on one hand.”

Kurtank, who usually swayed her tails, stiffened them as she began to talk about the most cautious subject — Tenel.

“Tenel. His greatest weapon is his armor that can block even the powers of demonkins. And you must never… never let him bleed. The Blood King and his confidant demonkin generals can control—”

“That sounds interesting.”

It was Khan who interrupted Kurtank, almost as if telling her to just watch.

Clunk.

At the end of the corridor, a massive iron door swung open on its own. Inside, demonkin generals had gathered to welcome Kurtank.

“Did the mission go smoothly? I hear you lost most of your subordinates…”

At the head of the room, a massive figure covered in dark brown armor resembling an insect’s exoskeleton with a prominent horn on its forehead — Tenel, the Shield of the Blood King — mocked Kurtank with a voice that mixed with the sound of clashing metal.

“So, you picked up those worthless creatures?”

“Tenel… How dare you set me up!”

“Set you up? I merely conveyed orders from the central legion. And so what if it was a trap?”

Kahahaha!

The demonkin generals around him burst into laughter, colluding with Tenel’s mockery. All four demonkin generals, each with massive builds and diverse appearances reminiscent of Greenskin warriors, joined in.

“You couldn’t handle me even with all your subordinates. Do you now intend to challenge me?”

Boom.

As the giant Tenel stood up, a heavy pressure filled the room.

“Feel free to try. I doubt your feeble claws could even scratch my armor.”

“Hahaha…! Lord Tenel, that’s too harsh! That armor is renowned for being impenetrable even by demonkins! It’s a bit much for Lady Kurtank, who can only control others.”

“Hmm. Lady Kurtank, your remarks were rather excessive towards someone of Lord Tenel’s stature. You should apologize.”

Grit.

Kurtank ground her teeth. It was bad enough that Tenel had always been an enemy. But her other comrades, who usually feared her, now sided with Tenel because her subordinates were gone.

The message was clear: without her many subordinates, she was no longer a threat.

“Or how about using those weaklings to fight Lord Tenel? They look like new slaves. Quite a strong-looking bunch.”

“Kuhuhu. Look at those twig-like arms. They’d snap with a flick.”

The mockery from the demonkin generals extended beyond Kurtank to her “new slaves”. The most plain-looking among them, the gray-skinned demonkin Khan, became the focal point of their ridicule.

“How about a little bet? Do you think this weakling’s body will break if I snap my fingers?”

A demonkin general rose from his seat and approached Khan. This demonkin general, standing almost twice Khan’s height with grotesquely thick arms, used his sheer strength as his main weapon.

‘This is a good chance to make an impression.’

He was a demonkin who had ascended to the rank of general through his overwhelming physical power. Even Tenel, with his famed armor, wasn’t confident in matching his brute strength.

The other demonkin generals laughed heartily, and even Tenel seemed to chuckle within his armor.

“Hey, slave. I’ll snap my fingers. Try to withstand it without breaking.”

The demonkin general casually lifted a finger as thick as a person’s torso and glanced at Kurtank. It was an unspoken signal, urging her to surrender to Tenel if she didn’t want to lose another subordinate.

However, he realized too late that this was a grave mistake.

“Gaaahhh—!”

Not until both his enormous arms were ripped off.

“One down.”

Khan tossed the massive arms of the demonkin general onto the ground with a fierce smile, stepping forward. Simultaneously, he revealed his most decisive move.

『Giant’s Strength (S)』

‘I’ll finish this quickly.’

Boom—!!
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As soon as he activated the Giant’s Strength, Khan’s vision blurred with white. All he did was leap as usual, yet even with the wind spirit’s blessing, the acceleration felt overwhelming. But the result was undeniably powerful.

Bang—!

Ignoring the demonkin general with massive arms who had lost his limbs and was howling in pain, Khan struck the head of the demonkin general to the right. This demonkin had a lizardman-like appearance, complete with scales and fearsome teeth.

Creatures with snake-like heads were best dealt with before they could open their mouths — they often spat out dangerous breaths. Thus, he was Khan’s first target.

“Guh.”

Although Khan struck the lizardman’s head at an angle to leave him alive for Kurtank to control later, his head spun a full 360 degrees. It was a fatal blow that should have killed him.

But believing Kurtank’s claim that demonkin generals could recover from anything as long as they were left breathing, Khan immediately launched himself towards his next target.

『Time remaining: 15 seconds』

Next was the demonkin general beside the lizardman, one covered entirely in flames.

“You—!”

The demonkin general, noticing his comrade’s head spin, was fully prepared to meet Khan’s attack.

Whoosh!

As the demonkin general roared, the flames intensified. In his hand, he wielded a whip made of condensed fire.

“Die—!”

The whip arced towards Khan like a living snake, twisting in a complex pattern. It would also engulf the barely-alive lizardman general in flames, but the demonkin showed no concern.

‘That won’t do. I need them all as subordinates.’

Khan clenched his fist. The whip, with its intense fiery heat, could severely burn, if not outright melt, Khan’s less resilient skin. It was beyond a mere disadvantage; it was a serious threat.

So then, ‘I’ll just hit it from a distance.’

Khan recalled the warrior’s punches he had seen in the proof of valor. He pulled back his clenched fist and launched it forward as if releasing the string of a bow!

The force of his punch created a shockwave that swept over the lashing whip. And beyond it, striking the fiery demonkin general’s body.


Bang!

With a sound like a balloon popping, the flaming demonkin general was slammed into the wall.

『Time remaining: 13 seconds』

It had taken a total of 4 seconds. Checking the remaining time, Khan quickly turned to face his next opponent. At that moment, as if waiting for an opening, dark spear-like objects rushed from all directions.

Khan casually swung Draupnir to deflect them. The impact transferred through the blade was quite heavy, but with the Giant’s Strength activated, it hardly affected him.

However, time was ticking.

『Time remaining: 12 seconds』

“Kuhaha! Try stopping these too!”

A voice called out from behind him, right after he deflected the spears. With a rush of wind over his head, a bundle of black spears rained down.

Crash—!!

The spears and the magic sword collided. The force was so immense that even the floor of the fortress, designed to withstand battles between demonkin generals, quaked. Yet, the clash was far from over.

“Impressive strength… but this is the end!”

The demonkin general wielding the black spears bellowed with laughter, raising all eight of his arms simultaneously. In each hand, he held a spear fashioned from the bones of a massive beast, seemingly cumbersome yet deceptively heavy.

He skillfully manipulated all eight spears, launching a relentless barrage of assaults. This relentless offensive was his unbeatable strategy. He was confident, convinced that even Tenel couldn’t hold up against such an onslaught.

But he was unaware.

The fist of a giant, could shatter mountains and split seas with a single blow.

Crack-crack-crack!!

Even though the demonkin general’s actual body wasn’t directly hit, the shockwave transmitted through the spears was enough. All eight of his arms bent at unnatural angles.

Utilizing Karyan’s ocular abilities, Khan had perfected his combat technique. He had precisely predicted the moment when the trajectories of the spears would overlap and delivered a perfectly timed punch.

With all eight arms incapacitated in a single strike, Khan hurled Draupnir at the remaining demonkin general.


Bang!

The demonkin general, who was in a defensive stance preparing for Khan’s approach, was impaled through the chest and pinned to the wall, alive but immobilized.

『Time remaining: 9 seconds』

The entire sequence had taken just 8 seconds. By simple calculation, he still had 1 second left after having the potential to do it all over again.

Khan wasn’t about to get complacent, though. He had 9 seconds left and might need every one of them for his next target.

Crack.

With a light tap of his toe, he propelled himself.

Bang!

His vision blurred, and in an instant, he was right in front of the demonkin in dark brown armor.

『Time remaining: 8 seconds』

He raised his arm, gripping Unyielding, and brought it down with full force. This was no casual swing; it was a serious, powerful strike aimed to deal a decisive blow.

Clang—!!

The shockwave from the impact was deafening. Khan’s eyes narrowed as he saw the result.

“Not bad! Quite formidable…!”

The demonkin had blocked Khan’s attack with a shield-like carapace that sprouted from his hand.

Indeed, the demonkin had withstood an attack from Khan imbued with the Giant’s Strength. The cost was significant: the shield on his left hand was crushed beyond recognition, but surviving the blow meant the shield had served its purpose.

Of course, there was only one shield left, and a few more attacks would end it all. However, Khan didn’t have unlimited time.

『Time remaining: 7 seconds』

Khan glanced at the remaining time, furrowing his brow as he gripped Unyielding tightly again.

‘He’s not an opponent I can face without giving my all.’


Just as Kurtank had said, Tenel’s defense was beyond comprehension. Being able to block an attack from Khan empowered by the Giant’s Strength meant he could likely shrug off most attacks while fighting back.

“Grr…”

Tenel was equally taken aback. Why was he known as the Shield of the Blood King?

His shield could withstand even the assaults of demonkins beyond the Blood Domain, earning him the title directly from the Blood King of the legion. And now, his shield was shattered in a single blow?

‘This man is a monster!’

Thus, Tenel fortified his defenses even more.

“How long can he sustain such brute force? If it were possible indefinitely, he’d be a demonkin rather than a mere demonkin general.”

Unless he was at the level of the Blood King, it wasn’t possible. To Tenel’s perspective, the gray-skinned demonkin before him was far from the Blood King’s level.

That meant only one thing:

‘He must have something that amplifies his power!’

Among demonkins, some possessed abilities that heightened their power for short bursts. Another demonkin general, known as the Blood King’s Sword, had such abilities, and Tenel, who frequently contended with him for rank, knew how to counter it.

All he had to do was endure. Wait until the power faded and they became exhausted. Then he could easily devour them.

‘And enduring is what I do best…!’

Tenel’s eyes gleamed from within his carapace.

And then—

Boom—!!

The blow that landed on his remaining shield felt like a mountain collapsing.

“Ugh…!”

Even though he blocked it with his shield, the force reverberated through his body. Yet Tenel smirked.

“This level of attack? I can take as many as you’ve got—!”

His instincts, honed through countless battles, told him. His opponent was getting desperate. Tenel’s hunch was spot on. Time was on his side, and Tenel was confident he could withstand several more blows in this manner.

Bang—! Bang—! Bang—!!

When the shield was crushed, he used his arm. When the arm broke, he used his shoulder. When the shoulder gave out, he used his legs to block. In those seemingly eternal yet fleeting moments, Tenel, without realizing it, felt victory within his grasp.

『Time remaining: 2 seconds』

Khan, having confirmed that he only had time for one more attack, finally assumed a proper stance. Tenel, sensing that this would be the final strike, fixed his broken arm to protect his vital areas with a resolute gaze.

But his once-proud carapace was now unrecognizable. The shield had long since turned to dust, his limbs were all shattered, and he was barely standing through sheer willpower.

Yet, Tenel was certain of his victory. If it was an attack of the same level as those he’d endured so far, he could still withstand it. Just like he had endured a full day against the demonkin who dared to challenge the Blood King in the distant past.

That was why he was called the Shield of the Blood King.

“Come—bring—it—on—!”

Tenel roared beastlike, taunting Khan. In response, Khan took a deep breath, assuming the combat stance of the True Sword Style.

“Hoo.”

Just that alone seemed to weigh down the air around.

No, it wasn’t just an impression— it was actually happening.

The phenomenon was not over. It was as if the space around Khan was distorting, centering on him. It was an unbelievable sight. It was like he was mimicking the effects of spatial magic, known as the pinnacle of magic, with pure physical force.

『Time remaining: 1 second』

Khan stepped forward.

Rumble—

The vibrations from the point where Khan stood spread out, shaking the entire fortress. Inside the barely intact carapace protecting Tenel’s head, his insect-like eyes shook violently.

The emotion in those eyes was unmistakable.

‘This is…!’

Terror.

Instinctively, Tenel started to step back, trying to distance himself from Khan. However, facing an enemy and retreating made him feel an intense rage towards himself, the Shield of the Blood King.

“Raaahhh—!”

What had begun as a beast’s roar was now a scream.

『Time remaining: 0 seconds』

The giant’s final blow pierced the Shield of the Blood King.

Boom——.
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The Three Pillars Meeting concluded in secrecy. While the atmosphere was somber, the actual content of the meeting was deemed highly successful by Emperor Friedrick, who later shared his thoughts with his close aides.

It was a natural reaction. As the empire’s foundation solidified, the occurrence of the Three Pillars Meetings had decreased, but records of them remained. Many such meetings began in turmoil and involved tense negotiations, often resulting in reluctant agreements.

In the worst cases, conflicts between the imperial family and the three pillars, or even among the three pillars themselves, intensified and led to catastrophic outcomes.

In contrast, the Three Pillars Meeting convened by Emperor Friedrick ended with amicable agreements and promises of unprecedented cooperation.

Of course, since those who attended were not the leaders of their respective factions, they would need to persuade their factions upon returning. However, Emperor Friedrick considered this process to be merely a matter of time.

‘Once again, I owe him a great deal for this success.’

Even for an emperor like Friedrick, persuading the representatives of each faction was no simple task.

Cain Richtstaff, who temporarily led the Sword Mountain in place of Sword Master Valken Richtstaff, had been left crippled and secluded due to the Paradise incident, leaving Leniyar the Sword Phantom to represent Sword Mountain.

The two young girls, favored by the Goddess of Justice, though only prospective apostles at the moment. The genius mage receiving attention from the Magic Tower and his mentor, along with the guide and kan’s old comrade from the Land of Warriors.

Each one of them came from different backgrounds and possessed unique strengths and personalities. Predictably, getting them all to agree was an arduous task, as foretold by Emperor Friedrick.

It wasn’t feasible to simply assert the emperor’s authority over them, given the backing of the Three Pillars and the complexity of the issues at hand required sincere persuasion. However, a single name rendered all those concerns irrelevant.

“Gordi Khan and the man cooperating with him, known as ‘Han’, have warned me of the incoming threats to the continent. It began with eliminating the pawns of the faction known as ‘Followers of Truth’ domestically. And I plan to use the prophecy… or rather, the advice he left as a guidepost for our plans.”

“You say the boss left a prophecy— cough, I mean, left advice?”

“As I said, it wasn’t Gordi Khan himself. It was an unusual man named Han, but he shares the same goals as the warrior Khan.”

While Emperor Friedrick harbored suspicions about Han, who cut off contact immediately following Gordi Khan’s disappearance, he chose not to reveal them. At the moment, more pressing matters required attention.

“We must prepare for war.”

War.

No one remained unaffected by the word “war”. It hadn’t been long since they had lost loved ones in the war instigated by the Greenskins.

“Could it be that the frontier kingdoms have finally reached their limit and…?”

The Emperor dismissed Ron’s suspicion. Such minor issues wouldn’t necessitate convening the Three Pillars Meeting.


‘So, a coalition of frontier kingdoms is merely a trivial matter…’

Ron felt a moment of dizziness at the Emperor’s reaction. He was taken aback by the imperial perspective that regarded the frontier kingdoms as so inconsequential that they warranted the term “trivial”.

Simultaneously, he worried about how catastrophic the issue addressed by the Emperor might be.

“Soon, the beastfolk of the southern lands will rise.”

And then, with Friedrick’s next words, Ron deeply understood why the Emperor had used the term “trivial”.

“With the emergence of the Beast King, who has unified the dozens of scattered tribes, their plan is to launch a preemptive strike before the Empire can respond. This was Han’s warning. And indeed, there are alarming signs emerging from the southern borders.”

“…So, do you want me to behead the Beast King?”

Leniyar, who had maintained a sharp aura throughout, spoke, prompting Friedrick to laugh heartily, as if he had heard an amusing joke. Leniyar’s sharp eyes narrowed in response.

“What’s so funny? Do you think I can’t—”

“Of course, with your sword, nothing is uncuttable. You aren’t just any swordsman, but the Sword Phantom.”

The Emperor interjected, stopping Leniyar’s outburst with a remark that combined respect and a touch of irony.

“But it seems his thoughts differ. To deal with the Beast King, he implied that the Empire would need to mobilize its full might.”

“…Did he really say that?”

“And this isn’t unrelated to the church. Han warned that demons might be backing the Beastfolk. He suggested that the war’s true goal might be the demon’s descent.”

Even though the Emperor shared Han’s message, the current reality was that Aecharis, due to Khan’s interference, had chosen the Greenskin as his pawns instead of the Beastfolk. This alteration implied that there might be no demon backing the Beastfolk in this timeline.

However, with Khan missing and heightened wariness towards demons following the Greenskin affair, the remaining individuals had no choice but to be even more conscious of the possibility.

Nod.

Aries, representing the church, quietly nodded.

‘Sword of Justice… One of Gordi Khan’s old comrades, if I recall correctly.’

The Emperor studied Aries with narrowed eyes, attempting to discern her true thoughts but eventually gave up and looked away.


‘I can’t tell.’

Years of reigning as Emperor naturally developed Friedrick’s ability to discern people. However, with Aries, he couldn’t read anything. It was like observing a golem devoid of emotions or thoughts.

It was known that Aries, the prospective apostle, rarely displayed emotions. Even so, the Emperor found her condition particularly unsettling.

‘People like her fall into two categories. Either they are unaware of their own emotions, or they’ve abandoned their thoughts in a state of extreme confusion.’

Such individuals are unpredictable. In other words, a walking bomb was wandering the Empire.

‘This is the turning point.’

The Emperor signaled with his eyes, and Duke Deon, who had been waiting in the corner, levitated dozens of books into the air, drawing everyone’s attention.

“These are all the books and studies related to ‘dimensions’ and ‘space’ from the royal archive. Of course, the royal librarians are still searching for more related texts, so the number will increase.”

For a moment, there was silence as everyone processed the Emperor’s words, then Ron, seated with the Magic Tower representatives, stood up abruptly.

“…Can we save him?!”

“I don’t like making empty promises. So, I won’t claim we can definitely save him or that there’s hope. You, coming from the Magic Tower, know this better than anyone, don’t you?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. The pressure produced by a collapsing dimension is unsurvivable, regardless of its scale. Even among ancient transcendents, few could withstand spatial pressure.”

Magus Jerome of the Gray Tower explained somberly, crushing the possibility of Khan’s survival. However, it was Jan who contradicted his mentor’s statement.

“But the warrior had a means…! There’s a chance he survived the dimensional collapse!”

Jan distinctly remembered. The memory of Khan tearing open space at the Al-Ranzas Monastery. Using that memory as a basis, Jan suggested that Khan might have survived and intended to gather all research books on dimensions and space.

It was also the reason the Emperor had instructed the royal librarians to find so many books. The Emperor nodded quietly at Jan’s fervent gaze and solemnly declared.

“So, you will cooperate. Imagine he returns, only to find Midland in ruins because we weren’t united while he was gone.”

No further persuasion was needed. The Emperor stressed the need for the Empire to unite fully in preparation for the war the southern beastfolk would incite. And that unity meant including not just the Three Pillars but also the Electorate.

“… Damn it. Doesn’t mean I have to go, you old fool.”

“Lady Leniyar, he is still the Emperor.”


“So what? Can’t I curse him out behind his back?”

Leniyar clicked her tongue as she glanced at the golden-haired paladin, recognizing that he had chosen silence because the conversation was going unfavorably for him.

After the Three Pillars Meeting had concluded, she received a request from the Emperor. To visit an Electorate family and secure their cooperation.

‘Annoying…’

The place she had arrived at was an extensive estate. The history of the Electorate families was almost as long as the Empire itself. Holding the power to elect the Emperor, they wielded immense power, which they passed down through generations.

This grand estate was a testament to that power.

“Building something like this, calling it a ‘summer house’… They must be insane.”

The enormous mansion, known locally as the “Castle of the Blue Rose” was one such ‘summer house’ belonging to an Electorate family. As the name suggested, it was adorned with tall walls and sprawling grounds filled with blue roses in bloom throughout the year.

“All this maintained by magitech. The costs must be astronomical.”

“Isn’t that obvious?”

Leniyar shot a fierce glare at the paladin who, from the outside, looked like a typical golden-haired noble youth. Leonir von Istantil – a direct descendant of the Istantil family and a recently acclaimed genius paladin who had shown remarkable growth. He was appointed as Leniyar’s temporary companion by the Emperor.

“Just typical noble crap.”

She spat out the words, laden with numerous implications. Leonir, recalling the background of Leniyar’s upbringing as told by Palace Steward Deon, tried to understand the roots of her animosity.

Leniyar von Asir. A child born between a maid of the Asir family and the then head of the Asir family, later abandoned into the slums for disrupting the family’s rules.

‘Her mother couldn’t bear the life in the slums and eventually took her own life. But the tenacious Leniyar survived and was discovered by a relative of the Asir family, who attempted to assault her but ended up being killed instead…’

A truly vile and sordid tale. More shocking was that at the time, Leniyar was merely a fourteen-year-old girl, and during the scuffle, she killed all twenty-two of the family guards.

‘With just a single dagger.’

The tale of a frail-looking slum girl annihilating elite guards who had trained under noble patronage and rigorous discipline greatly contributed to her being called the Sword Phantom.

However, there was another event that earned Leniyar the nickname “Sword Phantom”.

“Well, well… Who do we have here!”

The playful voice snapped Leonir out of his thoughts, making him look up.

“Our esteemed Sword Phantom, Leniyar! Hahaha!”

A man emerged from the mansion built within the castle grounds, using crutches as though his legs were impaired. Despite the southern heat, he was dressed in long sleeves that covered his body and his face bore numerous hideous scars, giving him a grotesque appearance.

Leonir quickly realized that the scars were caused by a sword. It wasn’t particularly a feat of insight; the history between this man and Leniyar was well-known throughout the Empire.

‘So, this is the man…’

The second son of a prominent Electorate family and once a leading contender for the heir, alongside his elder hyungnim.

And.

“What brings you here, oh noble Sword Phantom, to see the cripple you so graciously mutilated?”

He was the man who had once coveted Leniyar, famous for being a disciple of the Sword Master, but ended up half-crippled and out of the succession race. Afterward, he was sent by the Electorate’s command to the southern borders as a frontier lord.

The mission given to Leonir and Leniyar was simple.

‘Of all people, we have to persuade him…’

The task was to secure the cooperation of the southern frontier lord in preparation for the imminent war against the beastfolk. Leonir thought, swallowing a sigh that threatened to escape.

She’d rather face a demon descending upon Midland than try to convince this man.
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The Southern Borderland Marquis.

The second son of the Zartua Electorate family.

A capable man overshadowed by a fatal flaw, disqualified from the succession.

That was the man before them.

“What does the great Sword Phantom want from Patrick? This is amusing…! Amusing!”

He was Patrick von Zartua.

Despite his noble lineage and position as a frontier lord, he displayed behavior unfitting of his status. He clapped his hands obnoxiously and burst into loud laughter, resembling a jester more than a noble.

‘This man…’

Yet to Leonir, this seemed like a mask. It wasn’t that the behavior was fake; it was his true nature on display, masking his real intent completely.

‘A tricky type.’

Leonir adjusted his perception of the “Impious Patrick” from mere hearsay to a tangible threat. Even the Emperor’s decree might not easily sway this man.

That’s why, “Yes.”

Leniyar had come. To turn Patrick’s dark nature to their advantage.

“I do have a favor to ask.”

“Puhahahaha!”

Patrick found Leniyar’s straightforward admission amusing, laughing so hard he almost fell out of his chair. His laughter continued for ten seconds until his bodyguard subtly signaled him to stop.

“Heh. Fine… If the great Sword Phantom has a request, I should at least listen. Besides—”

Leonir, standing behind Leniyar, flinched.

The overly jovial demeanor vanished, replaced by a cold, keen look in Patrick’s eyes.

“—you were sent by the Emperor, correct? To deal with the beastfolk?”


How did he know that?

Leonir had to hide his astonishment. The details of the Three Pillars Meeting were highly confidential. The attendees included only the Emperor’s closest aides and Khan’s companions. There were no connections between them and Patrick.

Yet Patrick seemed to know their purpose from the beginning.

“Despite appearances, I am of the Electorate blood. I know the Emperor recently had a secret meeting. Likely, other Electorate families have caught wind of it too.”

He spoke nonchalantly about having spies within the royal court. There was no need to hide it, implying that the Emperor was probably aware and letting it be.

“The Emperor meets with the Three Pillars, and soon after, our esteemed Sword Phantom visits me? The purpose is obvious. And if you want something from me, it has to be related to the beastfolk.”

Moreover—

“Do you think there is anyone else who knows the ruckus of our troops better than I do? Hmph. Don’t look so surprised. What, are you astonished because the man who couldn’t control his lust and became crippled turned out to be unexpectedly exceptional?”

“…… It’s not particularly that, lord Patrick.”

“Really? Yeah… What’s your name again?”

Amid the unpredictable flow of conversation, Leo had to pull himself together. Since Lennyar wasn’t proficient in negotiations, Leo had to take the lead in this meeting.

‘Pull yourself together. Don’t get swayed.’

After all, he was also a member of a noble family. He wasn’t entirely ignorant in the field of politics. Recalling his role, Leo tried to reveal his identity to Patrick.

“Ah, never mind. I roughly know. Blond hair, annoyingly handsome face. And a high-ranking Paladin despite your young age… You belong to the Istantil family, right?”

“…!”

“You shouldn’t be so surprised. Initially, I was the one more surprised. How lightly did you take the Elector family…? You didn’t actually think we’ve done nothing against major powers like the Royal Family and the Three Pillars, did you?”

But Patrick continued to reveal unexpected facts, shaking his opponent and seizing control of the conversation.

Leo realized late. He wasn’t just someone obscured by the derogatory term ‘Impious’ and rumors related to the Sword Demon.

The Royal Family, the Three Pillars, and the Elector. He was part of the major forces that supported and led the Empire. It couldn’t be that the person who competed for the heir position was just an ordinary person.

To be called a monster, one must possess transcendent power. Patrick in front of him also fully qualified to be called a monster.


“Haha… That’s an interesting expression. Now, I like the atmosphere a bit more.”

Patrick licked his lips as if moistening them. Seeing that, Leo felt as if he was caught in a spider web for some reason. A web so tightly knitted that the more he struggled, the harder it was to escape.

“Shall we begin the real conversation now?”

*

“Increase the troops… It sounds like you are preparing for war.”

“You aren’t entirely wrong.”

“The Istantil family has always been a devout ally of the church. Therefore, you’re insensitive to the general physiology of nobles.”

Patrick deliberately flashed an arrogant smile. He loved these moments the most. When he could crush those who thought highly of themselves.

‘The young genius who was undertaking the role of a prospective apostle… Was he considered the future leader of the Paladins?’

Such people usually live knowing how exceptional they are. Patrick couldn’t stand that. In front of a noble Elector family’s bloodline, he couldn’t tolerate lowly beings acting up.

“Even though I’m treated like an outcast, I’m still a member of the Elector family and the southern border marquis responsible for protecting these lands… And now you’re asking to increase the troops that are already excessive compared to other border marquises?”

“His Majesty the Emperor is wary of the movements of beastmen─”

“No. Those scoundrels are not important. If I get more troops, it’s not the Beastmen but the other Electors who will start acting up.”

Don’t you understand that?

Patrick looked at the stiffened Leo with a mocking gaze.

“His Majesty’s decree? Well, fine. It gives me a reason to eagerly expand my private army. But what about after that? Is His Majesty going to provide the increased military expenses? And who is going to deal with the complaints from other Electors? Certainly not me, but our family head would be greatly… greatly displeased. Was this agreed upon?”

It couldn’t be. If it were, a messenger sent by the head of the entire family, not just the Emperor’s decree, would have come to see him.

“It’s a sensitive time. I’m saying this because we’re alone, but everyone is just watching each other over the seat of the next Emperor. In such a situation, if one nail stands out… who will look favorably upon it? Right?”

“……”

“Therefore, if you want me to make a move, come with a suitable reward. While His Majesty’s decree is absolute, I think it’s reasonable to expect some conditions as a southern border marquis and a member of the Elector family.”


“What do you mean by reward?”

“Well. I have plenty of land, so I don’t desire more. Wealth is already overflowing, so it doesn’t attract me. Hmm… Then what would be good… Ah!”

Patrick smiled faintly and looked at Leo, who was enduring the humiliation of being mocked by a cripple who could kill him with a single stroke.

‘That’s enough of a dessert.’

Teasing an innocent Paladin is fun, but the real deal is something else.

“I’ve just thought of a suitable reward. One that will satisfy the family head who will hear complaints from other Electors and also satisfy me for fulfilling His Majesty’s decree at my own expense.”

Sword Demon, Leniyar.

A lowborn, who, despite that, looked at him with contemptuous eyes as he was a candidate for the heir of the Elector family. He approached her with the intent to crush her face, but he ended up crippled for life.

Had it not been for the capabilities of his entire family, he wouldn’t even have been able to walk with crutches, as the Sword Master severed the nerves and muscles of his limbs. Patrick was called ‘Impious’ due to one flaw despite his exceptional abilities.

A relentless determination to achieve what he set his mind on.

And that determination in most cases was used to vent Patrick’s twisted desires.

“If the disciple of the Sword Master were to become a member of our family… I think we could very earnestly carry out His Majesty’s command. Not just reluctantly, but with true sincerity.”

Patrick’s eyes turned to Lennyar.

How could he ignore the moment she, who had merely sat without uttering a word and maintaining her composure, finally showed a reaction? Indeed, how would Lennyar respond? Would she fly into a rage with her explosive temperament? Or would she suppress her emotions to obey the Emperor’s command? Whichever path she chose, it would be an immensely entertaining spectacle for Patrick.

But contrary to Patrick’s expectations, Leniyar displayed no reaction.

“Let’s go. We’ve delivered the decree.”

Without causing a scene or getting angry, she dissolved the meeting with an expressionless face.

It was an added bonus that she left in a flash before Patrick could say anything more.

“Your Grace, should we stop her?”

“No, well… This is refreshing. Let her go.”

“But… Having received His Majesty’s decree, Your Grace cannot simply stand by…”

“Of course, we must obey His Majesty’s command. Go to the administrator and publicize the announcement. We need to make a show of it, don’t we?”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

Patrick let out a subtle smile as he watched his retainer move on to fulfill their role.

‘So, you’re different from before, you lowborn wench?’

Patrick’s initial shock at her unexpected reaction quickly dissipated. He didn’t believe that unruly woman would back down so easily.

Moreover, since the Emperor was wary of the Beastmen’s movements for whatever reason, he would need the full cooperation of Patrick, the Southern Borderland Marquis.

“I guess we need to send someone to the Imperial Court. If you’re not going to speak, we’ll have to make our move, won’t we?”

Even a formal marriage would suffice. Just that would crush Lennyar’s pride utterly. Conversely, if the Imperial Court rejected Patrick’s demand, that was fine too.

Even if Patrick half-heartedly expanded the troops, the Imperial Court couldn’t aggressively pressure him. Regardless of the outcome, the best results would always be in Patrick’s favor.

‘Anyway, it’s surprising. Is the Emperor’s sharp insight dulling with age, sending that woman of all people?’

It didn’t matter. Patrick raised a glass filled with liquor with a smiling face.

‘Well then, the only thing left is to enjoy.’

*

“However, it doesn’t seem like the Southern Borderland Marquis will accept it quietly.”

“I never expected him to accept it meekly.”

“What? Then why did you send that girl to the Southern Borderland Marquis, especially since their relationship isn’t good?”

“I created a pretext.”

Emperor Friedrick’s penetrating eyes surveyed the continent’s map. And where his gaze stopped was on the southern border. Above it stood a wooden puppet leaning on crutches.

“The land of the Southern Borderland Marquis originally belongs to the Imperial Court.”

After winning the war against the Beastmen, the Imperial Court expelled them and constructed fortresses to confine them to the southern continent. That is the current territory of the Southern Borderland Marquis.

“But because it was difficult to manage, the predecessors handed it over to whole families. It was too far from Levant, the location of the Imperial Court. It probably wasn’t efficient in many ways.”

“I understand that roughly, but what’s the connection to sending the decree to the Sword Demon?”

“If the Borderland Marquis responds tepidly even after receiving the decree and fails to sufficiently fortify the troops, we need to create a reason for his lukewarm response, don’t we?”

Conrad blinked at the Emperor’s words, with a face suggesting he didn’t quite understand. The Emperor continued, scanning the Borderland Marquis territory on the map.

“For example, suppose the fortresses of the Borderland Marquis suddenly get occupied. And it later comes to light. The Emperor had already foreseen the Beastmen’s upheaval and issued a decree for preparations. But it turns out, due to personal grudges, proper preparations weren’t made.”

Of course, hypothesizing about unoccurred events is mere armchair speculation.

‘The Beastmen will inevitably act soon.’

This certainty came from someone who had returned from experiencing the future.

“There would be a great uproar.”

“Indeed, there would be. So much so that the current person responsible for the fort would have to be replaced.”

“Ah…! Could it be, in that position!”

Emperor Friedrick nodded.

“It’s timely. I was already pondering what land to grant him.”

“But… isn’t he unavailable right now? Moreover, there might be some resistance to placing a barbarian as the Borderland Marquis…”

“Who said we’d place him as the Borderland Marquis?”

Yes? Then who—

Conrad asked in confusion, and Emperor Friedrick nudged aside the statue leaning on crutches and placed a dragon statue with blue scales on the Borderland Marquis territory.

“Either way, since we’ve wronged the Sword Demon, she should be tasked with punishing the Borderland Marquis who lost his fortress.”

Emperor Friedrick murmured with a hint of complexity as he gently closed his eyes.

Then, the event flashed vividly in his mind as if he had just experienced it.

The moment when a space-controlling mage and a blue-scaled dragon abruptly invaded the Imperial Court, demanding that the Emperor himself “surrender the land promised to Khan”.

‘This would be unprecedented in the continent’s history. A dragon holding the rank of Borderland Marquis, settling in imperial land with displaced races from Paradise and Gigantis.’
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That day, like any other, Patrick was enjoying a banquet.

“Good.”

The position of the Southern Borderland Marquis had always been regarded within the family as a sinecure or a spot for those who had fallen from grace. This was because the position held little sway in central politics and didn’t allow for a significant voice within the family either.

Though one might think a Borderland Marquis to be a powerful figure, the position required maintaining a significantly larger standing army than common nobles. Thus, it was intentionally stripped of political power.

In contrast, the responsibility was immense. The southern fortresses were the first line of defense against the Beastmen’s potential continental invasions.

Even though the Beastmen had calmed down considerably after the Empire’s victory in the past war, one could never predict when they might act up again.

‘Well, apart from that, it’s quite livable.’

However, Patrick was very satisfied with his position as the Borderland Marquis. For someone who was living as a cripple, the title of Borderland Marquis was more than enough.

If it weren’t for his past of competing for the heir position against the eldest and his remarkable abilities, he would have been buried quietly without anyone noticing.

‘Even those damned furballs have their uses.’

The southern region was uncharted territory for the Empire. Countless resources were buried there, and what seemed like trash to the ill-equipped Beastmen could be worth hundreds or thousands to the Empire.

Indeed.

Patrick’s true role was not “Guarding the Gate”.

‘It’s smuggling the rich resources of the south and selling them at high prices. What other business could be so profitable?’

His task was to accumulate funds for the family’s prosperity. Naturally, he had to use underhanded methods. Though few people remembered the war with the Beastmen, the fear that the very existence of the Beastmen instilled was something every Imperial citizen carried.

Considering his deeds that were unscrupulous enough to warrant his expulsion from the family, it was precisely because of this that he could hold the position of Southern Borderland Marquis.

He was the only blood relative trusted to handle such a significant mission against the enemies of the Empire while discreetly executing the task.

‘At the same time, I’m the only one who can be discarded at any moment.’

Of course, Patrick had not resigned himself to being discarded quietly. He personally developed routes for smuggling resources from the southern regions, utilizing his unique political acumen to completely take over the merchant groups involved.

He sent half of the money earned to the family, invested 30% to cover the Imperial Court’s surveillance, and spread 10% among his subordinates to ensure their complete loyalty.


Even with just the remaining 10%, Patrick succeeded in amassing an unimaginable amount of slush funds.

‘Now that the family can no longer dispose of me at will… It’s time to expand my influence further.’

During such a period, a face he longed for yet loathed came to find him, bearing the Emperor’s decree to prepare against the Beastmen’s movements.

‘Even though I have no choice but to comply…’

Despite maintaining an attitude of indifference in front of the Sword Demon and the young Paladin from the Istantil family, it was prudent to heed the demands of the Imperial Court, given his involvement in smuggling activities.

He could showcase such demeanor only because he had quickly surmised that neither the Sword Demon nor Leo was aware of these circumstances.

“Well, there’s no reason for those furballs to act up now anyway. I’ll just make a superficial show of it.”

Even if the Emperor had suddenly grown wary of the Beastmen for some unknown reason, Patrick, being the most knowledgeable about the southern affairs, questioned what there was to be wary about.

He received not just information from the Beastmen he traded with, but also from the Rangers of the Zartua Border Marquisate who brought back intelligence from beyond the fortresses.

Though he had heard of increased internal conflicts among the Beastmen recently, those dim-witted beasts brawling amongst themselves was typical.

“How will the Imperial Court react to my demands… This won’t be boring for a while.”

After finishing his solitary banquet and with a slight inebriation, Patrick quietly headed to his bedroom.

—Grrrr…

At that moment.

‘Is that… a howl?’

Faint but similar to an animal’s cry, a sound tickled Patrick’s ears. He wouldn’t typically find this strange; many residents lived with livestock, and it could just as well have been the hunting dogs the Rangers kept.

But an unsettling feeling enveloped Patrick.

‘Something… something is different.’

It wasn’t innate insight but a primal human instinct that warned Patrick. The howl just now was a predator’s signal.

“Chen!”


“Yes.”

“That howl just now. We need to check it out.”

“I will send the Rangers.”

Patrick still wasn’t reassured and ordered all his guards to be summoned. Still uneasy, he additionally called up a ready squadron of Rangers.

‘No, that can’t be it.’

Why did the Emperor’s decree to prepare against the Beastmen’s movements come to mind?

It was this peculiar sense of foreboding that unsettled him. Trying to calm himself, Patrick waited for the Ranger squadron. But—

“Why isn’t anyone coming! Those damned fools…!”

Despite Chen dispatching people to convey the command, neither the knights on standby at their quarters nor the Rangers gathered. Feeling the looming dread becoming reality, Patrick shouted, veins bulging in his neck.

“Useless fools! They take the money and then sabotage their duties?!”

“Your Grace, I will personally see to their punishment. Please, calm yourself.”

“Calm down…!”

“Your Grace.”

Patrick hesitated at the serious gaze of his guard, chen.

“If something had truly happened, we would have heard the alarm bells from the walls first. Moreover, the Rangers patrolling outside the walls would have reported back sooner.”

“… Yes. You’re right.”

Calming down as if infected by Chen’s composed voice, Patrick cleared his throat and accepted Chen’s support.

“Even so, just in case…”

“Yes, I will escort you.”

With Chen’s assistance, Patrick ventured outside the mansion. Only after seeing the quiet, dark fortress did he sigh in relief.


‘Wait… All the lights are out?’

“Your Grace!”

Just as Patrick sensed something was off, chen’s forceful grip pulled him back, flipping his view upside down.

“Ugh!”

Startled, Patrick screamed, and the next moment, he felt the hard armor enveloping him.

Swish!

Then, a chilling slicing sound thundered in his ears.

“Your Grace…! It’s the Beastmen!”

With a swift and lethal strike, chen cut down an approaching Beastmen and shouted urgently. He condensed aura in his feet and stomped forcefully on the ground.

Boom!

Cracks radiated out from where Chen’s foot struck, dispelling the darkness around them and revealing the true state of the fortress, hidden beneath a shamanistic veil.

“Ahhh…!”

“Help me!”

“It’s the Beastmen! They’ve invaded the fortress!”

How?

Patrick was momentarily bewildered by the sudden change in scenery, but then he remembered the shamanistic magic of the Beastmen. And the appearance of a shamanistic spell meant a large-scale invasion.

“Your Grace. We must go!”

With the invasion confirmed, there was no time to hesitate. A cripple needing crutches was only a hindrance on the battlefield. Moreover, the fortress troops were being overwhelmed by the Beastmen.

In such a situation, chen’s best choice was to ensure the safety of his master, Patrick.

Bang!

“Roar!”

A Beastmen with the mane of a lion and hideous fangs blocked their way, but it exploded under the force of a single swing of Chen’s sword. However, the Beastmen blocking their path weren’t alone.

The intense aura radiating from Chen stirred the Beastmen’s keen senses, drawing all attention towards him.

Gulp!

Then, from afar.

Chen locked eyes with a presence atop the fortress wall and hurriedly moved. As the Southern Borderland Marquis’ guard and a knight bearing the Marquis’ banner, chen determinedly made his escape.

No matter how elite the Beastmen forces were, it wouldn’t be easy for them to catch up with him.

‘Or perhaps…’

They might have let him go on purpose. Recalling the presence he locked eyes with atop the fortress wall sent chills down his spine. That presence was likely the Beastmen shaman who had cloaked the mansion in darkness.

What puzzled him was why the shaman seemed to be allowing his escape.

“Huff! Huff! What’s happening?”

The confusion in Patrick, who was being carried by Chen over the ridges, was even greater than that of his guard. In an instant, he had lost the fortress and survived shamefully with his life. Any sense of relief was fleeting.

‘Damn it…!’

Patrick became aware of the harsh reality. Would the family vultures, who were always eager to discard him, leave him be now that he had fled, abandoning the fortress and its troops?

No chance.

Patrick, having once vied for the position of family head, knew with certainty. The family would seize this opportunity to strip him of his authority and take over the lucrative smuggling routes he had established.

‘That can’t happen! Absolutely not!’

The fortress could be recaptured. With the Empire’s strength, they could reclaim it a hundred or a thousand times. The critical point was whether he could maintain his position as Borderland Marquis afterward.

‘If I claim that the Beastmen invaders were too overwhelming for the fortress troops to handle…!’

“Ah.”

Was that it-?

‘The Emperor! That damn old man!’

Patrick’s face twisted in a grotesque realization. The Emperor’s decree, the Sword Demon’s mission, and the Beastmen’s attack. All of these elements were pushing Patrick to the brink.

‘From the start, I was the target…!’

He could vividly see the events that would unfold in his mind. The invasion would shake the populace, and the Emperor, who had decreed preparations, would accuse Patrick of failing his duty out of personal vendetta.

And then, they would seek to take back the fortress’s authority into the Imperial fold, along with the smuggling routes and merchant groups Patrick had painstakingly built.

“Damn! Damn it all!”

Patrick didn’t blame himself for falling into the trap. He only burned with hatred for the Emperor and the Sword Demon, who had ensnared him. Having completely forgotten his initial plans to trap the Sword Demon.

“I will survive… and avenge this!”

“Your Grace! We must head to the rear fortress!”

“No! I can’t trust my family. Instead, we need the support of another Elector family…!”

Swish.

“Huh?”

As his vision tilted, a bewildered sound escaped Patrick’s lips.

What is this? What’s happening?

It was an unbelievable sight, as though he were dreaming despite witnessing it with his own eyes. Chen, whom he had been speaking with just seconds ago, had lost his head.

The body of Chen, whose skills Patrick had believed could rival the Imperial Bannerlords, simply collapsed forward, and Patrick, falling to the ground, desperately pushed himself up with his hands.

When he raised his head, he saw a face that should never have appeared here.

“Hello?”

Flaming red hair flowing like fire, a ferocious smile curling at the lips, and a broken, half-remaining old sword.

“You, the Sword Demon…!”

“Why so late? I thought I’d die waiting…”

“You were supposed to return to the Sword Mountain—!”

“I intended to, but I had one last thing to cut.”

The Sword Demon, Leniyar, spoke while cloaking the broken blade with a murderous aura.

“Your neck.”

“I am the Borderland Marquis—! You have no right to touch me!”

Patrick’s desperate struggle for survival was akin to that of a wild beast. Bloodshot eyes brimming with hatred and determination, he looked as if he would pounce on Lennyar if he had the strength.

“Of course.”

Lennyar laughed at the sight.

“Sorry, but you’re no longer the Borderland Marquis or anything else, you idiot.”

Just a corpse. Upon hearing those words, Patrick’s eyes widened, and Lennyar swung the broken sword through the air.

Then,-As if sliced by an invisible blade, a line appeared on Patrick’s neck. Seeing there was no need to look any further, Leniyar turned away from the now-still Patrick.

She wouldn’t waste any more time on such a trivial being.

‘Just you wait, you bastard.’

When Khan returned from wherever he had disappeared to, to shock that smug face saying, ‘I know everything’, she had to move relentlessly.

‘Even that bastard wouldn’t imagine inheriting the title of Imperial Borderland Marquis.’

***

“Praise the new king of the Blood Domain!”

“Even a lesser demonkin can become great!”

“Let’s expel the central demonkin legion oppressing the frontier!”

Sitting on a throne that was nothing short of magnificent, overlooking the flood of demonkins filling the ruined castle’s collapsed walls and ceiling, Khan muttered with a dazed expression.

‘How did things escalate to this point…?’

TL’s Corner:

Khan doing Khan things.
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In hell.

No, at least within the Blood Domain, the title “king” was reserved for only one being. The ruler of the demonkin legion, the one who kept more than twenty demonkin generals underfoot, the Blood King was the rightful owner of that title.

Among the demonkin generals of the Blood Domain, there were two particularly formidable individuals often noted by other demonkins.

They were referred to as the Blood King’s sword and shield. Some sometimes considered Kurtank on the same level, but among demonkins who revered pure physical might, Kurtank’s abilities were not highly regarded. They were more likely to be scorned than praised.

For that reason, defeating the Shield of the Blood King, Tenel, was a far more symbolic event than one might think. While the Blood King, the leader of the demonkin legion, might not think much of it, at least for the demonkins outside the legion, it was a significant achievement.

“Truly… Tenel, and not just Tenel but the entire demonkin generals… all by himself….”

This sentiment was shared by Kurtank as well. In fact, it meant more to her than anyone else.

The Blood King was an enemy she could not hope to defeat from the outset. Her abilities did not work on the Blood King, so she did not even consider him an adversary. Much like how Khan had easily demolished her forces, so too could the Blood King.

But Tenel, the Shield of the Blood King, was different. He was susceptible to her powers but remained a daunting foe. Tenel was a true adversary whose victory was never assured. And Khan crushed Tenel head-on.

Moreover, he did it right after defeating other demonkin generals in quick succession. That it took mere tens of seconds to shatter Tenel was enough to completely change Kurtank’s perception.

‘If it’s this man, he might really defeat the Blood King…!’

From that moment, Kurtank’s view shifted. Initially, she planned to brainwash the demonkin generals Khan handed over using her enchantment abilities and then cooperate with him suitably. It seemed close to impossible to go against the Blood King otherwise.

But not anymore.

“I greet the new king…!”

The scar left by Khan’s strike had completely demolished a part of the castle. Under the crimson sky, Kurtank suddenly knelt on one knee and offered profound respect.

“What is she doing all of a sudden….”

“Lord Tulkan, for now, let’s kneel together.”

Seeing Kurtank, whom they considered their superior, kneel made Yoro and Tulkan follow suit. Tulkan seemed bewildered by this sudden act.

“What the hell is she talking about?”

Khan was equally perplexed. As if predicting Khan’s reaction, an immediate response came.


“Tenel is a highly symbolic Demonkin General within the Blood Domain. By defeating him alone and simultaneously handling other Demonkin Generals, you have proven your strength. Surely, this qualifies you to challenge for the throne?”

“I have no intention of doing something like that—”

“It will be much easier to meet the Blood King if you have a comparable status.”

“… Go on.”

When Kurtank, who was persuading Khan with her head bowed, lifted her gaze, her eyes were filled with a certain fervor.

“The Blood King isn’t someone you can meet just because you want to. Even we Demonkin Generals do not know his whereabouts or activities. He only calls for us; the reverse never happens.”

“Even that Tenel lying over there?”

“The same applies.”

Hmm— Khan stroked his chin, somewhat convinced by Kurtank’s argument.

‘If what she says is true, then it’s not a bad approach.’

Even if Khan didn’t know what kind of being the Blood King was, surely there would be some reaction if someone in his territory suddenly started proclaiming, ‘I am the new king of the Blood Domain.’

And if Khan’s subordinates, influenced by Kurtank’s enchantment abilities, turned against the Blood King? Furthermore, what if they began genuinely taking over territories within the Blood Domain?

“What does one need to do to become this king?”

“The Blood King became the ruler by hunting down and subjugating powerful demonkins who once ruled the various regions of the Blood Domain. For our demonkins, a king is someone who has proven their strength. And….”

Kurtank’s words trailed off, and in the brief pause, the outside commotion filtered in.

“Quick, check it out! This is where the Demonkin Generals are!”

“Could it be that Lord Tenel and Lord Kurtank fought?!”

“Finally, the top spot in the frontier is being decided!”

The cacophony suggested dozens of voices blended together, with the presence of not just tens but possibly hundreds of demonkins. Additionally, demonkins capable of flight began appearing beyond the broken walls and ceiling.

‘Are these lunatics serious?’


Normally, anyone sane would flee to avoid getting caught in such chaos. But judging by the voices approaching, it seemed like enthusiastic spectators were gathering to witness a fight.

Thud!

Such impressions were confirmed when a horde of manic demonkins burst in. Some even thought the entrance was too narrow, opting to smash through walls to shove their bodies in.

“Wow! It’s complete mayhem…!”

“Are you telling me all these Demonkin Generals were defeated?!”

“But Lord Kurtank left her entire army behind…?”

Hey, over there!

Among the crowd, one demonkin, with a voice trembling as if in a fit, pointed at the three demonkins who were kneeling and bowing their heads.

“What are they doing? Fooling around in a wrecked castle…?”

“K-Kurtank?!”

Among the crowd, the demonkins’ shock heightened as they recognized Kurtank, known across the Blood Domain’s outskirts as a “Demonkin Generals you must never encounter”.

And then, following the direction where Kurtank was bowing her head, their eyes fell on the gray demonkin standing there.

Initially too small and plain to notice, this lesser demonkin was holding a bloodied axe in front of the devastated Tenel, surrounded by shattered armor pieces.

Moreover, seeing Kurtank and other demonkins pledging their loyalty to him made it clear to even the densest mind that he was the one who had defeated Tenel and the Demonkin Generals.

But how?

How could a seemingly ordinary lesser demonkin accomplish this? In the eyes of the Blood Domain’s demonkins, the disparity between a “lesser demonkin” and a “Demonkin General” was akin to that between an ant and an elephant.

To them, this was like an ant killing five elephants—a miraculous and unfathomable event.

“You lowly creatures…. Bow down and lower your heads.”

Noticing the demonkins’ confusion, Kurtank’s voice, cold as ice, rang out.

“He is to be the new king of the Blood Domain in place of the Blood King!”


“What? Replacing the Blood King…?”

“What kind of insane talk is that? A lesser demonkin?”

Of course, their reaction was expected. While it was apparent that he had defeated Tenel and the Demonkin Generals, stating that he was to replace the Blood King was an entirely different matter.

Moreover, given that it was Kurtank who was making this declaration, the demonkins naturally harbored feelings of resistance. Kurtank had always been an object of fear and hatred among the demonkins. When she stepped forward, telling them to kneel and proclaiming a new king of the Blood Domain, it didn’t carry much persuasive weight.

Additionally, with hundreds of them gathered, their collective voices grew louder.

“Isn’t this a setup? Maybe she used her enchantment powers to already control the Demonkin Generals… and this lesser demonkin is just a puppet she put up.”

Someone’s murmured suspicion, though wild and full of leaps in logic, echoed loudly through the hall.

This groundless speculation, completely opposite to the truth, resonated well with the demonkins who had always feared Kurtank’s enchantment abilities.

As doubts spread just like facts among the demonkins, Kurtank was about to step forward.

Boom!

However, at that exact moment, the Demonkin Generals with his arms torn off, who had been lying on the floor, began to rise. Despite losing both his enormous arms, the still-large Demonkin Generals’s rise made the gathered demonkins step back in awe.

“You wretch! Even after that beating, you rise again! Let me deal with you, this instant!”

“Lord Tulkan! Please stay back!”

“Let go, Yoro! Before you fight my older hyungnim, you have to get through me first! You presumptuous Demonkin Generals!”

Tulkan, who intended to show off in front of the already battered Demonkin Generals, was secretly satisfied when Yoro stopped him. There was no way he’d actually fight a Demonkin Generals; he had counted on Yoro intervening from the start.

As expected, the demonkins’ view of Tulkan grew slightly more cautious.

‘Life is all about reading the room!’

While Tulkan was engaged in his solitary battle for social standing, the armless Demonkin Generals staggered toward Khan step by step. Kurtank started to intervene, but then decided it was a good opportunity and held back.

‘This may actually be beneficial. If he deals with a resisting Demonkin Generals, it will serve as ample proof….’

Although losing one General she could control was unfortunate, Kurtank considered it an acceptable sacrifice for the smoother progression of their plans. She envisioned Khan utterly destroying the General before him.

Boom!

However, the Demonkin Generals’s next action rendered Kurtank’s calculations meaningless. He did not attack Khan. Instead, like Kurtank and Yoro before him, he knelt and bowed his head.

“You are…! A true, genuine demonkin…!”

And with a single statement, he dispelled all doubts in the hall.

“A true strength! Physical might…! The king of demonkins!”

No demonkin dared to speak further.

The new king had ascended.

***

From the moment the armless Demonkin General, Vas, a former General of the demonkin legion, pledged his loyalty, events rapidly escalated.

Demonkins who had flocked to the ruined castle began spreading tales far and wide, painting a picture of Khan as a “lesser demonkin who became strong enough to break the Shield of the Blood King.”

Rumors spread faster than the days passed, and before long, they exaggerated to the point where following Khan would supposedly make even minor demonkins as strong as the central demonkins.

It was almost as if someone had deliberately spread these rumors. But the newly dubbed “Four Heavenly Kings” under Khan—Kurtank, Vas who pledged loyalty despite losing his arms, as well as Tulkan and Yoro—were innocent of such schemes.

It was simply that the inferiority complex towards central demonkins among the Blood Domain’s outer demonkins was that severe.

The emergence of a new king, who bore the appearance of a lesser demonkin, provided immense relief to the demonkins of the frontier who had long endured unfulfilled desires.

So much so that, without any prompting from Khan, the demonkins themselves gathered and spread word of the new king’s appearance, going as far as creating an elaborate throne for him and preparing a coronation ceremony.

‘How did things escalate to this point…?’

It shouldn’t be this easy—

Since falling into that cursed Midland, never had things gone so smoothly for him. It almost made him wish he had ended up in the Demonic Realm from the start; his life might have been more straightforward.

‘No, no matter how easy it seems, that’s a bit much….’

He pushed aside the strange, creeping feeling in his mind. Khan’s lips suddenly curled into a cold smile as he sat on the throne prepared by the demonkins.

‘Right. Things shouldn’t be this easy.’

As he slowly rose and walked toward the wall with a hole in it, his gaze fell upon a blood-red army advancing straight towards the castle. Even without being told, he knew.

“They’ve finally arrived.”

Uninvited guests had come to disrupt the new king’s coronation.

The demonkin legion had arrived.
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Demonkin General Keltor was in an incredibly foul mood.

He was one of the most influential and powerful figures within the demonkin legion. At least, Keltor himself thought so, and in reality, he wasn’t far off.

The Blood King, being the ruler of the Blood Domain, was naturally an exception. Moreover, the Blood King only occasionally summoned the Demonkin Generals to give incomprehensible commands, rarely engaging actively in governance.

Thus, excluding the Blood King, the three strongest Demonkin Generals were lined up above him. However, each of these three had reasons for not being heavily involved in the legion’s operations.

Firstly, the Blood King’s Sword.

He was the fastest being in the Blood Domain, constantly wandering about without explanation. Keltor suspected that he might be carrying out the Blood King’s secret orders.

Then, there was the Blood King’s Shield, Tenel.

Tenel was a pure martial artist focused solely on honing his strength, considering all other matters bothersome. There were even rumors that his pride and arrogance led him to serve under the Blood King just so he could challenge him again later. Clearly, such a person had no interest in managing the legion.

Lastly, there was Kurtank, whom Keltor considered the greatest threat.

‘The ability to enchant and control even other Demonkin Generals given enough time is too dangerous.’

The thought of unconsciously following Kurtank’s orders kept Keltor awake at night. Thus, he had banished her to the outskirts of the Blood Domain under the pretense of the Blood King’s command.

He had also sent Tenel to the outskirts to keep an eye on her as an added precaution.

Of course, neither the proud Tenel nor Kurtank would follow Keltor’s orders willingly, but Keltor held the authority to act in the Blood King’s stead if necessary. Having thus excluded the three Demonkin Generals he considered stronger than himself, Keltor enjoyed nearly absolute power.

But that blissful period did not last long.

“Damn it… I should have killed her when I had the chance!”

Kurtank, whom he had banished to the outskirts to monitor her power, had caused trouble after all.

“But… there’s no way she could handle Tenel and all the Demonkin Generals.”

How did she manage to deal with so many Demonkin Generals?

He wished to know the details, but communication from the Demonkin Generals who were supposed to report back from the outskirts had been completely cut off.

In the midst of this chaos, absurd rumors about a new king’s ascent centered around the outskirts reached Keltor’s ears.


‘It seems safe to assume that Kurtank has taken control of Tenel and all the other Demonkin Generals.’

This meant they had amassed a force that could no longer be underestimated.

What had once been a threatening army of demonkin strongmen and beasts had become a powerful legion, formidable enough to be labeled as such. Keltor couldn’t simply sit back and watch the situation unfold any longer.

Thus, Keltor decided to personally lead the legion’s forces to the outskirts of the Blood Domain. He mobilized six Demonkin Generals who were always on standby.

Additionally, there were three hundred martial demonkins who, while not at the level of Demonkin Generals, far outclassed other demonkins. And the legion’s forces, numbering one thousand, were armed with weapons made from the bones and hides of beasts, compensating for their comparatively weaker physical abilities.

‘This should more than suffice to crush Kurtank.’

Kurtank’s enchantment ability was a significant variable.

However, the drawback of her power was that it required time to take full effect, especially on stronger targets. With this much force, they could undoubtedly trample her before her enchantment reached its full potential.

‘Moreover….’

Keltor smirked, conscious of the ‘item’ he carried with him.

The Blood King, in anticipation of a situation where the Demonkin Generals might become uncontrollable in his absence, had left behind a relic imbued with his power and entrusted it to Keltor.

‘With this, not even Kurtank, with her army of Demonkin Generals, can thwart me.’

And so, with a force of thirteen hundred and six Demonkin Generals in tow, Keltor set out for the outskirts of the Blood Domain.

The march of the demonkin army was far beyond anything seen in Midland. Even the minor demonkins, considered weak, were formidable beasts capable of crushing a normal human with one hand. Imagine then, the might of those within the legion.

They didn’t need more than two hours of rest each night. After running continuously for an entire week, they finally arrived at the first settlement to witness the demonkin legion and Keltor discovering a fortress with one of its walls and ceiling collapsed.

‘Tenel was truly defeated by Kurtank!’

Keltor had found it hard to believe until seeing it with his own eyes.

It was more plausible to think that the other Demonkin Generals had fallen under Kurtank’s enchantment and that Tenel had fled. However, from a distance, Keltor could clearly see the towering figures of the Demonkin Generals, with Tenel standing alongside Kurtank, confirming his worst fears.

“…They all fell.”

Keltor instinctively began calculating the legion’s potential losses. Faced with Kurtank, who now commanded five Demonkin Generals and Tenel, he estimated the toll on their forces.


‘We might lose half.’

Even though Keltor and the other Demonkin Generals could launch an offensive, both he and the others had no intention of doing so.

‘The best strategy is to wear Tenel down by sacrificing the demonkins and then have the Demonkin Generals collectively subdue him,’ Keltor thought, making a decision within the blink of an eye to send hundreds of demonkins to their deaths.

“Feeling itchy, were you? You’ve moved quite quickly.”

Kurtank, the instigator of the events, emerged with the gathered demonkins for Khan’s coronation, sneering at Keltor.

“A filthy woman with filthy abilities doing filthy plots. How could I sit idly by?”

Keltor retorted, returning the jeer while discreetly scanning behind Kurtank. He was gauging her forces, and upon quick assessment, a smile widened on his lips.

“Pathetic. I wondered what kind of foolish reason you’d have to defy the legion….”

Pathetic indeed.

That was Keltor’s evaluation of the demonkins gathered behind Kurtank.

The demonkins who had come to praise the new king’s ascension bristled momentarily but quickly bowed their heads under Keltor’s stern gaze.

“Did you really think you could pull this off with such pitiful creatures? It’s laughable. Even someone as cautious as me feels foolish for having been wary of you up to now.”

“I would call that a hasty judgment.”

“Hasty…? Ha! If you’re relying on that ridiculous enchantment ability of yours….”

“If my ability were truly ridiculous, then weren’t you more ridiculous for sending me to the outskirts out of sheer fear? Well, in any case, I do have something different to rely on. To begin with….”

Kurtank, who had been engaging in a tense standoff with Keltor, smiled faintly and stepped back, as if her role was over.

‘What is she doing?’

Keltor wondered, having always thought of Kurtank as the ringleader.

“Oh, Your Majesty. Given the circumstances, wouldn’t it be fitting to declare your position before the central legion?”

“Majesty…?”


The demonkin who pushed through the crowd and caught Keltor’s attention wore an annoyed expression. With gray skin, a small stature, and lean muscles, this lesser demonkin had weapons that looked as flimsy as twigs strapped to his waist.

If Keltor had encountered him in the central regions, he would have assumed the demonkin was a slave assigned to menial tasks, making his appearance both laughable and confusing to Keltor.

Are they trying to joke with me?

Such thoughts crossed his mind before his doubts were eased by the crowd parting in deference to him.

“This is bothersome… Weren’t you all doing fine on your own?”

“Oh dear, this is an important occasion. I can’t outshine you, can I?”

“Outshine? I threw my face into the garbage can the day I sought employment.”

“Oh, come on. This is your moment to step up as king.”

“…Damn it.”

These audacious bastards—

Keltor ground his teeth.

How dare they casually chatter in front of him, the powerhouse of the legion? Though Keltor had distanced himself from battles due to his obsession with power, he was still a demonkin at heart—a strong one who had earned his position through his strength.

“I’ll kill you both right here and now—!”

Boom!

As Keltor slammed his feet onto the ground, debris from the shattered earth shot up behind him. Such formidable leg strength. But Keltor’s true prowess wasn’t just in his raw power.

Crunch!

Sharp claws sprouted from his wolf-like fingertips. Though they paled in comparison to the “cut through anything” claws of the Blood King’s Sword, they were still sharp enough to easily slice through the tough hide of a Blood Worm.

Slash!

Keltor’s claws sliced through the air and charged forward. With explosive acceleration and a swift, fluid attack, Keltor aimed his strike right above Khan’s head, confident that the weak gray skin of Khan would be shredded in an instant.

Flinch.

‘He met my eyes…?!’

In this seemingly slowed-down time, Keltor was momentarily stunned as Khan met his gaze directly. So, you’re not merely boasting about being king!

But even this only served to fuel Keltor’s rage, not to instill caution within him. Khan’s appearance, pitiful by demonkin standards and the blunt sword he drew from his waist, seemed laughable to Keltor.

“I’ll cut you in two along with that sword!”

Crunch-crunch-crunch—!!

The strike had made contact. As his claws scratched against the blunt blade, Keltor was confident of his victory. He intended to cut through the sword and then slice Khan into pieces.

Then, he realized something was wrong.

Criiing…!

It didn’t cut. In fact, it didn’t even make a scratch!

With a delayed realization, Keltor’s arm recoiled violently. The immense rebound force pushed his arm back, and the bewildered Keltor staggered backward in retreat.

Thud.

As he moved back, pain shot from his fingertips. His once indestructible claws had snapped in the middle, broken and nowhere to be seen.

“What… what just happened…!”

With a confused mind, he tried to grasp the situation, but his brain couldn’t comprehend the reality. Instinctively, he rejected it. Could this feeble gray demonkin really be stronger than me?!

“Hey, where do you think you’re going after starting a fight yourself?”

“……!”

But reality was harsh.

To Keltor, who had retreated to his original position, it seemed as if Khan was about to return the favor of the initial ambush. Khan appeared right in front of him, ready to swing his blunt sword at any moment, eyes glaring fiercely.

“You brat, running after attacking…”

“Die—!”

Before Keltor could finish his sentence, he swung his remaining claws. However, this time, a sleek axe suddenly appeared, diverting his attack, causing it to strike the ground harmlessly. In response, a ruthless stomp pressed down on his trapped hand.

“Aargh…!”

The sound of tearing leather and Keltor’s scream overlapped. Of course, the scream didn’t last long.

Crunch—!

A hand covered in thick, red fur grabbed Keltor by the scruff of his neck and slammed him forcefully into the ground—

Squelch……

The handle of the axe growing from Keltor’s head served as a grim warning to the now petrified demonkin legion. It seemed to say, ‘If you challenge me, you’ll end up as an axe rest just like him.’

As an eerie silence spread out from Khan at the center, he retrieved his axe from the makeshift stand and looked around.

“So, anyone else got a problem with me being king? If so, raise your hand.”

Naturally, there were no replies.
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Khan, standing at the center of the eerie silence, wore a savage smile as he exerted pressure on those around him, but his inner thoughts were far from calm.

When had it started?

Perhaps it began right after he wielded the Giant’s Strength against Tenel.

‘Something… feels odd.’

What puzzled Khan was a very subtle sense of discrepancy, a trivial question that wouldn’t even be worth considering. If he mentioned it to anyone, they would likely dismiss it as a “luxury problem”.

‘Why am I getting stronger even though I haven’t leveled up?’

His strength was entirely based on the game system’s stats.

Of course, the countless battles he had fought without denying their contributions. However, the explosive physical capabilities derived from stats were indisputably the root of his strength.

Given that this was reality and not a game, it wasn’t impossible to physically strengthen one’s body through training, but there had to be a limit.

Khan had already transcended human limitations, reaching a level where he could arm wrestle with an ogre. Working out shouldn’t have been able to make him stronger.

Yet, he had grown stronger.

Since Paradise, his level had remained fixed, and he hadn’t acquired any items that boosted his Strength stat. It wasn’t just a slight increase; the sensation felt as if he had gained an invisible Strength stat point.

He first noticed this during the battle with Tenel, and he confirmed it while fighting Keltor just moments earlier.

‘But why?’

No matter how much he pondered, he couldn’t pinpoint the reason. It was frustrating and mysterious because the whole game system’s influence on reality was already irrational.

‘…If I had to identify a cause.’

It would be the Giant’s Strength. It felt as though some of the enhanced strength from activating the skill had gradually impacted his physical body.

Of course, it sounded nonsensical—how could the power of a skill influence his physical body? The old Khan would have laughed it off as a joke.

But not anymore.

‘My Throwing Skill vanished when it evolved into Dragon Fang Cannon. But it didn’t actually disappear. I can still use the Throwing Skill.’


It wasn’t like using a skill consciously. It felt more like he had fully internalized the technique and could use it freely. At any moment, he could perfectly replicate the B-rank Throwing Skill that created wind blasts.

And he could do it with greater power and precision.

‘The skill system itself has always been suspicious in many ways.’

In the Midland Quest’s skill system, skills were acquired based on character actions, and as the proficiency bar filled, the skills would level up and evolve. When he just played it as a game, he merely thought, ‘There are an overwhelmingly large number of skills.’

But now that it had become reality, he had a lot more to think about.

For example, the Heavy Sword Technique.

The Heavy Sword Technique, which Khan developed by adapting the pre-existing “Antares’ Sword Technique” to suit himself, couldn’t possibly fit into the existing skill system. It was a skill he, as the possessor, had created from scratch.

‘From the start, the way skills are obtained is rather peculiar….’

He had created an entirely new skill, Giant’s Strength, through the stacking effect of Surging Strength. And this was before fully mastering the skill. While that in itself might be explained away, how are skill names determined?

Obtaining a skill while battling a giant and having it called “Giant’s Strength”… could that be just a coincidence?

What began as a trivial question was gradually turning into a fundamental inquiry about his own abilities. Breaking free from his reverie, Khan realized:

‘The skill system… no, this entire game system might have deeper layers to explore!’

There might be a completely new growth potential, one that didn’t rely solely on the existing game system-based growth methods he had depended on thus far.

***

“Eek… you… damn!”

Only a few seconds had passed while Khan was lost in thought.

Having an Agility stat over 50 didn’t just accelerate his reaction time; it also granted an additional benefit of speeding up his thoughts. As Khan emerged from his brief but profound contemplation, Keltor, now reduced to an axe stand, forcefully opened his mouth.

“You’re persistent.”

Khan casually remarked. Even though Keltor’s skull had been partially split and his brain crushed, he wouldn’t die.

Khan had heard from Kurtank that as long as their life force remained, the Demonkin Generals could regenerate. He had seen this firsthand with Tenel and the other Demonkin Generals. But what constituted “life force” seemed rather generous.


Of course, the fact that Keltor was a uniquely powerful Demonkin General, influential in the legion, contributed to his tenacious vitality. Even so, Khan could only marvel at the resilience of these beings.

“Lie down again.”

Knowing that preserving Demonkin Generals like Keltor could potentially allow Kurtank to use her powers to turn them into assets, Khan intended to keep them alive. If he completely destroyed their heads, they would be irrevocably dead, so Khan prepared to shatter Keltor’s limbs instead.

Just as Khan raised his axe—

“I’ll… kill you…!”

“Settle down, you damned…! I didn’t think you’d come back without any preparation! What a grave mistake—”

“A grave mistake is being a punk.”

Crunch.

Draupnir, following the split in Keltor’s skull, completely bisected his body. Even with the Demonkin General’s extraordinary vitality, its regenerative abilities won’t work if it’s split into two…

“What’s going on, why isn’t he dying?”

However, as if mocking Khan’s thoughts, Keltor’s consciousness still glowed with a red light despite his bisected body. Just then, a lone, intact ribcage floated in mid-air, entering Khan’s field of vision. It resembled a normal person’s ribcage but had a peculiar, crimson aura.

“Blood King! Grant me power… Uhk!”

Suddenly, Keltor searched for someone in the sky, let out a frustrated groan, and vanished without a trace. The loss of consciousness signified the loss of his soul, and the loss of his soul meant certain death.

“What…?”

The guy who was acting strangely earlier had suddenly died on his own, leaving Khan bewildered, if only for a moment. As he watched a new consciousness emerge to fill the void left by Keltor’s soul, Khan’s eyes widened in surprise.

He had observed a similar phenomenon at Natrice’s nest, where he had sacrificed his subordinates’ souls to summon the Tree of Memories, granting him a powerful physical body.

What this implied was—

“A Transcendent is attempting to descend!”

“Everyone, retreat!”

His warning was immediate, and the response was simultaneous. They would destroy the medium of the descent and render the Transcendent’s descent null and void!


With each consecutive slash, the Heavy Sword Technique accumulated centrifugal force to unleash a more powerful strike. This was no simple, brute-force one-slash attack but a skill that leveraged the overlapping of forces.

Khan wielded the Heavy Sword Technique, alternating between his axes and slashing at the crimson ribcage. Even the strongest ancient dragon’s skull would have cracked under this assault.

However…

The ribcage remained intact, and now it was vibrating on its own, making it clear that the Transcendent’s descent was imminent.

“I’ll put it in the pocket!”

If it wouldn’t break, he would just send it to another dimension. Khan, who had dealt with Darkin by storing it in Aecharis’ pocket, now tried to do the same with the ribcage.

However, a dark energy wave emanating from the ribcage repelled Khan, sending him flying across the space. Instead of resisting the shock, Khan chose to retreat, and his vision was filled with an unfamiliar presence.

“Eyes…?”

Yes, eyes.

Despite being entirely black, as if dipped in ink, Khan recognized them as eyes. Because their gaze was fixed directly on him.

“This is impossible…!”

From somewhere nearby, Kurtank’s gasp could be heard, signaling her recognition of the monstrous presence. Khan didn’t need her to explain for him to understand what he was facing. If he considered who Keltor called out to in his final moments, the answer was obvious.

“Blood King.”

Khan uttered the identity. As if waiting for this acknowledgement, the black eyes shifted and curled into a crescent shape. A melodious but eerie voice echoed throughout the space.

『This is an amusing situation.』

The giant black mass, the size of a troll’s torso, winked — a scene horrific enough by itself. But the pleasant tone of its voice only added to the chilling effect, raising Khan’s alertness to its peak.

However, the Blood King, as if indifferent to Khan’s reaction, continued speaking.

『To think that something would wake me after centuries, and it turns out to be an encounter with Gluttony. How truly entertaining. Moreover, the fact that someone by Gluttony’s side brings me even more joy. Kurtank…』

Although the melodious voice called her name, Kurtank was consumed by one overwhelming emotion: fear.

Even though it wasn’t the Blood King’s true form but only a part of his body, the sheer terror eclipsed all other emotions. Her reaction was so extreme that it seemed she knew something Khan didn’t.

“Bl-Blood King…”

『You still fear me, I see. But why do you try to escape my embrace? I never thought you so foolish. What has driven you to this… Surely, it’s the presence of Gluttony by your side.』

The Blood King’s attention shifted back to Khan.

『You possess a fragment of Gluttony. Yet, as far as I know, Gluttony’s master is very much alive. That greedy entity would not share its essence with lesser beings… Hence, your very existence is a contradiction. However…』

Gulp.

The sound of swallowing echoed sharply in Khan’s ears. He instantaneously understood what that sound signified.

『Coincidentally, I have been curious about the powers of another monarch. This is perfect timing.』

The Blood King was eyeing Khan with palpable hunger. Realizing this, Khan was about to respond when—

『Hmm…? This energy…』

The Blood King’s gaze was drawn away by something even more compelling than the power of Aecharis that Khan possessed. Without any warning, the black eye of the Blood King suddenly exploded.

The overwhelming presence that had dominated the entire area with its mere appearance abruptly vanished, leaving an atmosphere of rapid confusion and disarray in its wake.

“Yoro, did you…?”

Tulkan, wearing a bewildered expression, looked at Yoro, who stood beside him, hand extended towards the now-destroyed eye of the Blood King.

Naturally, no readable emotion came from Yoro’s featureless face.
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It wasn’t just Tulkan who noticed Yoro’s strange behavior; Khan, keenly aware of his surroundings, noticed it too.

‘What the hell did that guy do?’

Khan, who had been directly facing the overwhelming presence emanated by the Blood King’s ‘eye’, found the current situation hard to comprehend.

Even though only a part of him had descended, the Blood King had laid bare his transcendental nature and had almost managed to crush Khan with his sovereign powers.

Yet suddenly, the Blood King’s eye exploded, and Yoro’s extended hand suggested he had done something. More notably, Yoro’s demeanor remained calm in the midst of an atmosphere thick with fear.

It meant that even an entity as transcendent as the Blood King had not stirred Yoro’s emotions.

‘I knew there was something about this guy….’

Whether it was his extensive knowledge of the Blood Domain’s history, despite his physically weak appearance, or his unflappable calm in any situation, it was clear now that Yoro had hidden depths. However, Khan hadn’t expected him to harbor such a monumental secret.

“Hey! Yoro! What the hell did you do?”

“…”

“Silently ignoring me, huh? Trying me, are you? Think I’ll back down?”

He looked scared to anyone watching. Khan couldn’t help but laugh at the tension-breaking sight of Tulkan throwing mock punches at the unresponsive Yoro.

Who Yoro really was, how he nullified the Blood King’s descent, and whether their initial encounter had been intentional… these were questions for another time.

‘Figuring him out will come later.’

For now, Khan knew what needed to be done.

“Tulkan!”

“Yes, hyungnim… this guy—”

“Forget it. Just keep an eye on him. Make sure he doesn’t disappear.”

“What? And what are you planning to do…?”

“What else?”


Whatever Keltor intended by risking his life to summon the Blood King, it was disruptive enough to change everything.

At least, if it had succeeded.

“With his master inexplicably gone, they’re probably in disarray. Wouldn’t it be a shame to just let them leave quietly?”

In this moment, the demonkins of the legion, who had come to crush the rebels at the first settlement, were nothing more than prey. And the wolf of Hoarfrost Gorge never lets prey slip from its jaws.

“Seems like a monster hunt.”

Khan grinned, showing his fangs, as he began to rampage through the throng of demonkins.

That day,

The demonkin legion of thirteen hundred lost half its number and retreated, while three Demonkin Generals fell under Kurtank’s control. And a new king’s name spread through the central Blood Domain.

From the massacre of hundreds of demonkins with a single axe and a crude great sword arose the name, the Butcher King.

***

The battle that began with the demonkin legion’s invasion of the first settlement ended in a victory for the Butcher King, the new ruler of the frontier, defying everyone’s expectations.

Surprisingly, most of the glory belonged to the Butcher King himself, though in the demonkin world, it wasn’t an unusual accomplishment. After all, the King of the Blood Domain was synonymous with the strongest demonkin in the Blood Domain.

“Still… the symbolic significance is profound. From now on, the central demonkins will have to acknowledge the Butcher King who emerged from the frontier. And a lesser demonkin challenging the Blood King will undoubtedly provoke many other minor demonkins in the Blood Domain.”

“That’s not really what I wanted.”

“For someone who says that, you certainly made quite a flashy display, didn’t you?”

Experience points were there for the taking, after all. Khan casually brushed off Kurtank’s subtly impertinent gaze. Becoming a king in order to draw out the Blood King had been his ultimate goal, and in a way, it had been accomplished from the very beginning.

Even Keltor’s ramblings, after his forced summoning, confirmed that the Blood King had the information Khan sought.

‘Judging from what I’ve gathered, it’s certain he took the powers of Esperus. If that’s the case, the traces of Esperus should be close to where he obtained those powers.’

Now, all that’s left is to meet the Blood King himself and, through some persuasive method, find out where the traces are…

‘That’s what should have happened.’


But an unexpected clue emerged from an unforeseen corner. Though it wasn’t entirely clear, there was definitely something suspicious about this individual.

“Kurtank.”

“What do you want to say now?”

“Bring Yoro here.”

“…”

Kurtank’s gaze, initially reproachful, turned serious as she nodded. Ever since the Blood King’s attempted descent, Kurtank had been deeply troubled over Yoro’s status. Then again, there was no real decision to make about it.

“I’ll be right back.”

Currently, Yoro was being watched by Tulkan, one of the so-called Four Heavenly Kings.

‘Well, it’s not so much watching as he’s the only one around to keep him company.’

Given the circumstances, it wasn’t feasible to let anyone other than Tulkan handle the one who had managed to thwart the Blood King’s descent in front of numerous demonkins. In reality, there was no more suitable guardian than Tulkan.

It made sense for Kurtank, second only to the Butcher King, to personally fetch Yoro.

Clack.

Not long after, Yoro entered, accompanied by Tulkan.

“Tulkan, step outside for a moment.”

“Yes? Can’t I just stay and listen…?”

“Do as you wish.”

“Really? Are you sure?”

“If you think you can handle whatever you hear, then stay.”

Yes, I’ll leave quietly.

After bowing with unprecedented speed and closing the door behind him, Tulkan left Khan and Yoro alone in an awkward silence. Yoro, having been brought in without explanation, stared blankly at Khan.


‘It’s good that a clue has emerged close by, but this is the problem…’

The issue was evident: Yoro remembered nothing about what he had done.

From the moment the Blood King attempted to descend to the time Khan slaughtered the legion’s demonkins and earned the title of the Butcher King, Yoro seemed to have erased all memory from his mind.

‘I’ve been putting this off because I wasn’t sure what might come out if I pushed too hard… but it’s time now.’

Khan was fully prepared.

The “Essence of the Five-Colored Bird” used during the hunt against the legion’s demonkins, had fully recharged over the past few days, and Khan’s stamina had not just recovered but was brimming beyond full.

Given this, even if a transcendent being above level 40 appeared, he felt ready to handle it.

“Oh, um. Should I sit?”

“Sit wherever. This conversation won’t be short.”

“Haha… I suppose this is about the ‘memory gap’ I have?”

Khan confirmed with silence, and Yoro responded with an awkward smile.

“Honestly, even if you ask me, it’s a bit hard to answer… I don’t remember anything, as I’ve said.”

“Don’t worry about that. We have a specialist here.”

“Excuse me…?”

It was peculiar how he felt like he saw an expression of fear on Yoro’s featureless face as Khan drew out a blunt, broad sword. Draupnir was a nearly indestructible, semi-legendary item, but the malice inhabiting it had consumed various things and nearly regained its original performance.

『Using me so conveniently isn’t totally agreeable.』

The Spirit of Resentment laughed softly but without any real displeasure.

『I am quite intrigued by this one’s true nature myself. For this once, I will assist you, you deranged human.』

“Why… this…?”

Yoro’s body trembled, sensing the ominous aura of Draupnir, though he couldn’t hear the Spirit of Resentment’s voice.

“It’s fine, just hold onto it. Despite its looks, it’s quite effective.”

“That’s not reassuring at all…”

Yoro gulped uneasily, staring at the hilt extended by Khan. Steeling himself, he accepted Draupnir.

“Is this good enough?”

“Yes. The rest, this guy will handle.”

“Excuse me? What do you mean by ‘this guy’…”

“It’s the parasite that decided to squat in my head.”

『Impertinent.』

Ignoring the Spirit of Resentment’s grumbling, Khan placed a thick hand over Yoro’s on the hilt and signaled to the Spirit of Resentment.

“Let’s find out what you really are.”

Then, darkness engulfed his vision.

***

When he opened his eyes again, Khan found himself in the form of Han. Both Unyielding and Draupnir were attached to his waist, but there was one notable difference from before.

“What the hell is this…?”

The suit he had worn for years, which had become as comfortable as an old uniform, was now bulging as if it were about to burst apart.

While gaining weight and having his waistline expand due to frequent gatherings and late-night snacks was common, this situation was entirely different.

Bulging.

Not with fat, but with muscles. Not just any muscle, but muscles that were so pumped they threatened to tear apart his clothing.

‘People at work would freak out.’

If the paunchy man suddenly appeared as a human weapon, it would undoubtedly cause quite a stir. Hadn’t the sorceress once said that one’s spiritual form takes the shape most familiar to them?

Back then, his spiritual form had manifested with an axe in his hands, resembling his earthly self, but now it appeared like a barbarian’s muscular physique. Perhaps the balance of the scales had further tipped toward the Midland side.

‘At this rate, will I fully take on my Midland form?’

Even if that were the case, it wouldn’t be overly surprising. Considering he had spent a deeply impactful decade here, enough to overshadow thirty years of his previous life.

“Huh? Where exactly… Oh my! Could it be, Lord Khan? That appearance…? And what is this place?”

『It is inside your mind, peculiar being.』

Startled by the sudden voice, Yoro fell onto his backside. Noticing Yoro’s gaze fixed on his shoulder, Khan turned his head and was similarly startled by the strange creature perched there.

‘A dragon?’

“…Why do you look like that?”

『Roaming around in my true form is quite inconvenient, so I shrank myself.』

That wasn’t what he meant. The creature resembled a miniature dragon, with scales as red as blood and two pairs of horns, though notably, the horns were bent in the middle.

‘The Dragon-Slaying Sword looks just like a dragon too.’

Given their mental connection, the Spirit of Resentment should have sensed Khan’s curiosity, but it chose not to answer, instead flapping its tiny wings and speaking.

『With my current power, accurately pinpointing and extracting specific memories is difficult. Generally, I can only show the memories that the owner of the mind recalls most vividly.』

The method Khan had prepared to uncover Yoro’s secret involved using the Spirit of Resentment’s ability, ‘Resentment Invasion’, to pull out memories.

Specifically, it was meant to extract something Yoro couldn’t consciously recall.

“But… how can you draw out memories that I don’t even remember?”

Yoro’s question was entirely reasonable. Instead of providing a detailed explanation, the Spirit of Resentment left an ominous warning that experiencing it firsthand would make things clear.

In the very next moment—

“Arghhh—!!”

“Kill the demonkins!”

“Drive them all out of Midland—!”

They found themselves in the midst of a battlefield.
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The battlefield was divided into two main factions.

Simply put, demons and humans. The army of hell and the legions of the empire were engaged in a brutal clash.

Dozens of high-tier demons, each one so powerful that a single descent today would devastate the continent, had descended in their true forms. Their minions numbered in the tens of thousands, making it impossible to count.

Even for the current Khan, the prospects of survival were slim. No, it was certain death, a hopeless scenario.

Yet, the soldiers of the Empire were fighting the invading demons of Midland without an inch of retreat. It was almost unbelievable, but the forces were nearly equally matched.

『Hmm, a nostalgic sight.』

The miniature dragon-shaped Spirit of Resentment chuckled annoyingly, explaining the battlefield they found themselves in.

『When the demons invaded the ancient continent, sights like this were common everywhere. Perhaps, you might even be one of the demons that invaded the Empire.』

“Me? But I am a demonkin, not a full-fledged one…”

『Who knows? If you weren’t a fallen demon, it’s impossible to retain such memories deep within your mental world.』

Yoro fell silent, seemingly finding merit in the Spirit of Resentment’s words. His reaction suggested a strange mixture of nostalgia and introspection at the notion of his true identity being that of a demon.

‘Well, it wasn’t too long ago that this so-called weak demonkin was getting beaten around by Tulkan.’

“So, all these people are ancient humans?”

『Indeed.』

“Unbelievable.”

Khan’s exclamation was due to the astonishing martial prowess exhibited by the ancient imperial soldiers.

Demons descending in their true forms were insurmountable monsters. Each one possessed strength on the level of a transcendent being.

In game terms, they were entities surpassing level 40.

As for their hideous minions, the demon legions were so strong that even the Empire’s superhumans were driven to death by them. Some of these minions, while not quite transcendent, were formidable enough to be near that level.

The ancient imperial forces, however, were able to hold their ground and even match these horrific entities.


‘The average level of martial prowess is on a whole different dimension compared to the current age….’

Their minimum standard was near superhuman. Most of the common soldiers wielded strength comparable to upper-tier knights.

Moreover, there were armored superhumans presumed to be knights scattered throughout the battlefield. Their strength surpassed even the Bannerlords who served Emperor Friedrick. These were monsters projecting superhuman levels of power on the battlefield.

“Now I get it…”

Khan let out a wry laugh as he observed the Empire’s forces shattering his understanding of human potential. In an era when dragons and giants roamed, wreaking havoc, scholars of the current age debated how the Empire maintained its dominance across the continent.

There was a time many believed it was thanks to extraordinary figures like Karyan, mages, and the Council of Truth. But seeing it firsthand, Khan realized that wasn’t the case.

The ancient humans were just ridiculously strong. Strong enough to suppress even the wildest transcendent beings.

‘And among them, Karyan was a standout monster.’

Khan grimaced at the elevated stature of Karyan, imagining how smug the God would be if he read his current thoughts. The sheer arrogance would be unbearable.

“But we’re viewing my memories… Where am I in all this?”

『Patience. To directly manifest your memories, we need more time.』

The Spirit of Resentment’s explanation reminded Khan of the first time he wielded it.

Initially, it had shown him his old home on Earth, followed by more direct memories of Tilly later on.

“So, we just need to watch for now,” Khan acknowledged.

While the group conversed, the battle took a dramatic turn.

“Fresh specimens coming right to us!”

“Capture them alive!”

“Leave their limbs, just tear the nerves!”

“No, freeze them! Turn them into statues and bring them back!”

A group of maniacs—not quite distinguishable as either barbarian or deranged scientists—suddenly flanked the demons and attacked.


Boom──!!

『The Council of Truth.』

Khan didn’t need the Spirit of Resentment to tell him. Who else but the Council would be so excited at the prospect of using demons as experimental subjects? Among the ancient and modern wicked mages Khan knew of, only the Council of Truth fit that description across both eras.

Even if it was just a memory recreation, witnessing the Council of Truth’s power was exhilarating.

They dropped enormous boulders like meteors onto the demons’ heads, unleashed fiery spells that melted the ground in an instant, and then froze the demons they had weakened into solid ice.

Capturing a demon meticulously took them mere seconds. New spells filled the sky before the startled demons could regroup from the initial mages’ assault.

“Unbelievable….”

The magic circles they conjured layered dozens, even hundreds of times over. Then they expanded outward, seemingly extending to the horizon.

Rumble.

Transcendental spells, so potent that they outshone even the highest secrets of the Tower Lords, began to light up the sky, ready to unleash their power in a fraction of a second.

“Destroy all those hindrances!”

“Khehe! Destruction! Destruction! The most thrilling experimental site has appeared all by itself…!”

From the magic circles filling the sky, projected spells formed into something massive—a dragon’s head. The Spirit of Resentment, perched on Khan’s shoulder, clicked its tongue.

『To think I’d witness that dreadful spell here.』

“What is that spell, exactly?”

『The Council of Truth delves into dissecting transcendent beings and reconstructing their body parts through magic. That foul spell is the culmination of such experiments. It manifests the body of a dragon through magic, replicating its powers.』

Oh, my God.

As Yoro let out a groan of realization, the madmen’s spells reached their peak.

The magical dragon opened its mouth, and a golden aura began to heat the battlefield’s air, devastating both demons and humans indiscriminately—a true testament to the chaotic nature of the mages.

『Insolent wretches—!!』


The demons, suddenly being treated as experimental subjects, didn’t take it lying down. A demon resembling a giant bipedal bat with two pairs of wings surged through the air towards the dragon.

The black energy gathered in the demon’s hand elongated like a whip and struck the dragon’s temple.

Rippp!

The impact made the dragon’s head sway significantly, and the demon raised its arm.

The manifestation of power.

Swish!

Blood, which had soaked the ground and pooled like rivers, surged into the air. Considering the sheer number of minions and humans mixed into the battlefield, the amount of blood gathering into the demon’s grasp was enough to form several massive lakes.

Khan observed closely.

-The power to manipulate blood belonged to Esperus, the Monarch of Blood Domain, and naturally, the Blood King—whom Khan would eventually face—would possess similar power.

-Screeeeech!

Blood, manipulated by the demon’s power, engulfed the dragon’s head. The dragon screeched, and as the demon cackled and clenched its fist, the giant magic circle slowly dissipated with a faint pop.

『Insects…! Perish before my great power!』

The spell, capable of devastating the entire area, crumbled before the might of a single demon’s power—a clear demonstration of the gap between mages wielding near-transcendent power and actual transcendent beings.

“Hm… It seems more refinement is needed.”

“Still, there’s some success. A spell that requires a power to stop it signifies its potency.”

“We’ve captured a specimen, so let’s start studying the demon’s power right away!”

Contrary to the demon’s intent of sowing despair among the mages, the mages of the Council of Truth simply discussed their next experiment with smiles and promptly withdrew from the battlefield.

“They’re completely insane.”

Was it someone on the battlefield who muttered that, or was it the demon watching the mages retreat who said it? The baffling behavior of the mad mages seemed to momentarily freeze time on the battlefield.

『These… these vermin…!』

Ultimately, the mages of the Council of Truth had halted one demon, but at the same time, they had provoked the demons’ wrath, bringing those who had been enjoying the rear lines to the forefront.

‘They’re a perfect example of chaotic disruptors.’

As more and more enraged demons unleashed their powers, the battlefield, previously slightly in favor of the Empire, tipped dramatically.

Even Khan, who knew little about warfare, could see the outcome becoming clear.

“I can already see how this ends, so how much longer will we remain in this memory?”

『Who knows. That’s up to the owner of this mental world, not me.』

“Me? But…”

Yoro still remembered nothing. He had just realized that such memories were hidden within his mind, yet he had no idea how they were connected to him.

“Wait a moment. I think I feel something…”

It was then. Yoro’s head snapped to the side as if drawn by an invisible force as he spoke in a suddenly grave voice. Just as Khan turned to look, his expression hardened.

『Indeed, he reacts to it… This one is more interesting than I thought.』

The Spirit of Resentment chuckled. But neither Khan nor Yoro were in any condition to respond, so the Spirit of Resentment continued speaking to itself with a tone of amusement.

『How fascinating, truly…』

For there, appearing out of nowhere, was ‘something’.

At first, they thought it was a ‘red egg’.

The surface was covered with bulging red veins, making it clear it was no ordinary egg. Then they noticed the eyelid-like wrinkles in the middle of the ‘egg’ and the grotesquely thin legs protruding from its bottom.

Moreover, it was far too enormous to be simply called an egg. It reminded Khan of the giant’s arm he had seen in Paradise. The Spirit of Resentment seemed to recognize it as it chuckled. And Khan and Yoro, naturally, began to ‘understand’ its nature.

A transcendent being. One of such towering stature that even the High Gods of the Pantheon, like the Goddess of Justice, would be at its feet.

“A Scion of the Arch Demon. It looks terrifyingly powerful.”

At that moment, a man spoke lightly, almost jokingly, about the identity of the red egg. Just like the red egg, no one noticed the man’s sudden appearance on the battlefield, and Khan’s eyes widened as he recognized the intruder.

His noble appearance, exuding an air of innate dignity, contrasted starkly with his insolent expression and slouched posture.

“Karyan…?”

It was Karyan, in his human form.
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Chapter 274. Ancient Times (2)

“Karyan…?”

“Hm? Did someone badmouth me? My ear suddenly feels itchy.”

Coincidence or not, as soon as Khan uttered his name, Karyan stuck a finger in his ear and scratched it. Khan flinched, watching Karyan’s reaction. If anyone could pull off such bizarre behavior, it would be this eccentric, monstrous individual.

“Hmm. There’s no way those ancient dragons would talk behind my back just because I dealt with a lizard… Could it be those stupidly large ones? Nah, they’re too dumb to gossip. Damn, too many suspects to consider.”

Fortunately, it didn’t seem like Karyan had noticed anything specific, though he muttered some strange things. Criticizing his descendants for being dull-witted, as if he were any better.

“Well, I guess I’ll find out who it is soon enough.”

Leaving behind a casually threatening remark, Karyan shifted his focus to the red egg in the distance—the entity presumed to be Esperus.

“Wow, I’ve never seen such a huge egg. Makes me want to roast it someday.”

The Scion of the Arch Demon was an entity capable of turning Midland into hell solely by its presence. Already, the sky had turned blood-red, resembling the Blood Domain’s sky.

Even before such a transcendent being, Karyan remained utterly nonchalant. It was the attitude of someone who never doubted his own strength and superiority.

“Hey, big egg. How long are you planning to just sit there and look tough?”

His crude taunt made him seem like a mere thug. Such a trivial provocation shouldn’t have elicited any response from the Scion of the Arch Demon…

『Impressive. To think there would be someone like you in Midland.』

‘Why is that even working?’

Khan stared in disbelief at the exchange between the human and the demon. What was more astonishing was the polite tone of Esperus. It reminded Khan of the first dignified individual he met in the Blood Domain.

Whether aware of Khan’s thoughts or not, Yoro stood immobilized, eyes fixed on Esperus.

『I had perceived you as a God-like presence. How can someone like you exist with the strength akin to a highest-ranking God despite having the essence of a mortal?』

“Of course, it’s because I’m damn exceptional. If ordinary folks could comprehend a genius, would that still be a genius?”

It was a response that would make anyone grimace. Had Khan been part of the conversation, he would have called Karyan insufferable countless times.


ut Esperus maintained his gentlemanly demeanor, even offering a courteous smile.

『Haha… Ordinary folks, you say. That’s quite the amusing term. It’s the first time I’ve heard it since becoming aware of my own existence. However, I must concede. I’ve never encountered someone like you, hence my inability to comprehend.』

Ssss.

As Esperus laughed, the eyelid-like wrinkles on his form twitched. He genuinely seemed to be enjoying this encounter, and Karyan, who could read emotions, appeared incredulous at this.

“This bastard, are you mocking me? You invade and laugh? Ridiculous.”

『Ah, my apologies… Indeed. It’s a bit improper to chat extensively between an invader and the invaded. I just realized that now. Perhaps. I assume you are the ruler of this dimension. What will you do?』

“What do you think I’ll do.”

『Will you fight me? Or will you accept the Blood Domain’s invasion? Personally, I recommend the latter. I find you extremely fascinating… I would love to keep you nearby and converse in various ways.』

Though polite, the words were dripping with arrogance—befitting of the Scion of the Arch Demon. Karyan scoffed, his face reflecting sheer incredulity.

“Are you kidding me right now?”

『Excuse me? Kidding? I am genuinely extending my goodwill to you. Killing a being like you, who houses the strength of a highest-ranking God within a mortal shell, would be a loss on a trans-dimensional level. Honestly, I’m not even confident I could subdue you alive.』

“No, that’s not what I meant.”

In that instant, the atmosphere on the battlefield plunged. All due to one man. Karyan’s emitting battle spirit.

“If we fight, it’s obvious I’ll win—!!”

Boom!

Ground upheaved, and thunderous noise tore through the air as the clash unfolded. Esperus’s massive form quaked from the impact. No, the land around him was upheaved and reversed, forming a small basin as the terrain completely transformed.

“Interesting, you can withstand that?”

Karyan smirked, retracting his fist. It was then that Khan finally grasped what had happened. Karyan had stomped the ground and punched Esperus. There were no complex skills or profound techniques involved. Compared to a back-alley thug’s punch, Karyan’s seemed crude and unrefined.

It was just that the power behind it was beyond comprehension. Another deafening explosion echoed, and the ground collapsed entirely.

『Ugh!』


For the first time, Esperus let out a pained groan. The upper part of his form erupted in a spray of blood.

“How’s that? Too spicy for you?”

Karyan grinned, having managed to injure the Scion of the Arch Demon with mere punches.

‘What is this…?’

Khan’s eyes became grave as he observed the collision between these mythic beings. He couldn’t understand how Karyan could muster such power. No, he understood the method.

Just like Khan, Karyan was focusing his entire body’s strength into a single point with each strike. But the question was how this alone could push back a monstrous being like Esperus.

From what Khan could see, Karyan’s physical strength wasn’t that much greater than when Khan used the Giant’s Strength. Yet the actual power difference was as vast as the gap between heaven and earth, leaving Khan puzzled.

『…I cannot comprehend. How can a mortal like you freely wield ‘that power’ so effortlessly?』

“Didn’t I tell you already? It’s the difference between a genius and an ordinary fool—!”

‘That power…? What power is he talking about?’

Boom!!

This time, Karyan leapt into the air and slammed Esperus in the face. The impact of a single kick had transformed the battlefield into something unrecognizable. The ground around Esperus had turned into undulating hills due to the upheaval.

By now, the minions and soldiers that had filled the battleground had fled, avoiding the mythic clash. The two beings, however, paid no mind.

“Do you still have the mental capacity to boast about winning against me?”

『Haha. It appears I underestimated you as a being…. But you have yet to change my mind.』

“What? You haven’t had enough beating yet…?”

Boom…!

Crash—!

From the hole where Karyan had landed a blow, a transparent arm streaked out, covered in entwined red veins, and sent Karyan flying. It looked grotesque but didn’t seem to carry a special power that Karyan couldn’t counter.

Yet, Karyan didn’t defend and was sent crashing through several hills he had created, only stopping after planting his hands into the ground. He left a long furrow in his wake and wiped the blood trickling from his forehead with his sleeve. His eyes narrowed sharply.


“What the hell is this?”

『Did I not say? You haven’t done enough to change my mind. You are extraordinarily powerful for a mortal, wielding an uncontrollable power. However… you cannot exercise the abilities of a transcendent. Unfortunately…』

Esperus stated calmly with a tinge of amusement.

『Blood flows within your body, and my power over blood can affect you as well. Can you possibly fight against me when your body does not obey you?』

“Damn it….”

Hearing Esperus’s words, Karyan’s face first showed a look of frustration, but it quickly shifted to a savage grin.

“For the first time in a while, I’m getting excited…!”

Before he could finish speaking, Karyan’s figure vanished. Immediately, Esperus’s arm exploded, and the pools of blood scattered across the battlefield began to take shape under his influence.

It was the moment when the two mythical beings were about to clash in earnest. Just as Khan was about to imprint Karyan’s fight in his memory,

Rumble…!

The scene in the memory started to crumble along with an inexplicable shaking, as if screaming that recreating the battle between these mythic beings was impossible.

『Looks like the memory is transitioning.』

When Khan regained his senses, their point of view had shifted to that of another person, and the background was now the familiar blood-red sky of the Blood Domain.

『Hahaha…! To think I would lose to a mere mortal.』

The voice of the owner of the memory was none other than Esperus, who had just been in combat with Karyan. This memory likely depicted the time when Esperus, having been defeated by Karyan, escaped back to the Blood Domain.

‘It’s disappointing I couldn’t see the rest of the battle, but… there were still gains.’

The true purpose of examining Yoro’s memories was about to unfold. Khan brushed aside his disappointment and focused on the ensuing scenes.

『Even stabilizing this collapsing body is requiring considerable effort. It will take quite some time to fully recover….』

Esperus’s voice sounded curiously cheerful as he spoke. Did the encounter with Karyan leave such a deep impression on him?

“…….”

Khan briefly contemplated asking Yoro what it felt like, but seeing the grave atmosphere, he restrained himself and continued observing Esperus’s memory.

And then,

『If my siblings target me while I am reconstructing my body, I will be in quite a perilous situation. It is also dangerous to remain as I am….』

Esperus’s monologue, spoken as he moved with unstable steps, came to a close. A bit shocking but somewhat anticipated truth came to light.

『I will tear apart my collapsing body and soul, birthing a new entity. The spirit, imbued with power, will form its own body and become the new Monarch of Blood Domain in my absence. The crumbling flesh will be reborn in a weakened state but will remain immortal within the reach of the Blood Domain’s influence.』
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The memory ended there. Khan could infer why this was, from Esperus’s last words.

After being defeated by Karyan, Esperus returned to the Blood Domain and separated his collapsing body from his soul. He then employed some method to make them each a living entity.

Naturally, there could be no memories following the moment of separation. From that point on, Esperus ceased to exist, and ‘Yoro’ began to live a completely different life.

“… This is ridiculous. So, you’re saying I’m a fragment of Esperus?”

“Pretty much. You’re likely the physical half of Esperus.”

Esperus had mentioned that the soul imbued with his power would rule the Blood Domain in his absence, while the collapsing body, though powerless, would be immortal. Logically, the former referred to the Blood King, leaving the latter to be Yoro.

In truth, Yoro was abysmally weak in terms of power for someone claimed to be Esperus’s fragment. Yet, he had survived an inconceivably long time without dying. It matched Esperus’s words about the Blood Domain’s power preventing Yoro’s death.

‘Still, there’s something off.’

What kind of ‘power’ allowed Yoro to repel the Blood King’s descent? If Esperus’s words were true, Yoro should have been powerless.

『It’s simple. This world does not seek his death, so it intervened.』

“What are you saying?”

『Just that.』

As if saying “don’t you get it?”, the Spirit of Resentment explained with a mocking tone.

『The command left by Esperus to this world was his ‘survival’. If the Blood King descended, he would inevitably get caught up and die, so the world itself stepped in to prevent that. Otherwise, it could be that the soul and body are never meant to reunite as separate entities.』

“Can the Scion of the Arch Demon really pull off something like that? Normally.”

『Considering the unique nature of the Blood Domain, it’s easier to understand. The Blood Domain itself is Esperus’s domain, so altering the rules to some extent wouldn’t be difficult. Even that weak sea dragon could wield the power of an ancient dragon in its nest.』

Yoro, still engulfed in confusion, posed a question to the Spirit of Resentment.

“Then… if I were to meet the Blood King, what could potentially happen?”

『Hmmm. While I never agreed to entertain questions… you’ve provided quite the amusement, so I’ll answer. There are two possible outcomes.』

In its miniature dragon form, the Spirit of Resentment skillfully wiggled two claws.


『First, consider why Esperus separated his soul and body.』

“His purpose… wouldn’t it be the restoration of the body?”

『That’s foolish talk. As long as the spirit, the source of power, is intact, the body can be regenerated at any time. Yet, Esperus discarded his form once and created you in the process. There must have been a compelling reason for him to do that…』

The Spirit of Resentment lowered one claw.

『First possibility: Karyan used some method to make body restoration impossible, so Esperus had to create a new body from nothing. In that case, when the soul-bearing Blood King encounters the body, they would naturally merge into one. Since the Blood King has the transcendental essence, the control would lie with him.』

However, the Spirit of Resentment immediately dismissed this hypothesis.

『This is unlikely. I’ve never heard of Karyan having such power, and if this were the case, there would be no reason to prevent their meeting. So, the second possibility is…』

The Spirit of Resentment curled its remaining claw and let out a sinister laugh.

『The second possibility is that the separation of soul and body was not just for the restoration of the body. The Blood King has another objective, and the conditions weren’t met, so the world itself prevented his descent. That’s my thought.』

“Then, are we safe for now…?”

『Well….』

The Spirit of Resentment’s ominous laughter clearly indicated otherwise. Anyone could see that they were far from safe. Just before his descent was canceled, the Blood King sensed a particular energy.

Given the circumstances, that energy undoubtedly belonged to Yoro.

“If you think about it, from the perspective of the half-soul Blood King, your existence would be quite tempting.”

“E-excuse me?!”

“Think about it. The chance to become a complete being by absorbing you. Do you think the Blood King wouldn’t jump at that?”

“But… the Blood Domain’s power would prevent that….”

“Don’t count on it protecting you forever. After all, he’s a transcendent being like you, another half of Esperus.”

“…….”

Yoro lowered his head at Khan’s heartfelt warning. The Spirit of Resentment’s ominous laughter echoed through the room.


『Indeed, it will be interesting to see what kind of trick Esperus pulled.』

***

Despite unexpectedly witnessing the ancient war and uncovering Esperus’s secret, Khan’s immediate plans remained unchanged. Although he now understood the secrets of the Blood King and Yoro,

“I still don’t have a way back to Midland….”

Ultimately, the plan to meet the Blood King in person remained the same. However, an unforeseen complication arose—figuring out what to do about Yoro.

Should Yoro and the Blood King meet?

Or should I ensure they never meet?

In reality, this wasn’t a decision Khan could make lightly. Yoro had been nothing but friendly towards Khan since their first encounter, so he wanted to respect Yoro’s opinion as much as possible.

Yet, there was a significant problem.

‘We don’t really know Esperus’s true intentions.’

While it’s clear that he created the Blood King and Yoro to restore his body, the complexities of the plan and the long time it required suggested there was more to it. If it were simply about restoring the body, why go through such an elaborate, drawn-out scheme?

Wouldn’t it make more sense to create just the Blood King and keep Yoro isolated somewhere, without a sense of self?

‘…It’s typical for demonic entities to have hidden motives, but acting without understanding could result in disaster.’

In summary, Khan decided to respect Yoro’s choice as much as possible, but if Yoro couldn’t make a decision, Khan would proceed with what he thought was best.

“The Blood King has moved.”

But it seemed they wouldn’t have the luxury of time—The Blood King’s forces had invaded the frontier. Kurtank delivered the news from the other residences in the frontier with a grave expression.

“Every settlement bordering the central region, except for the first settlement, has been destroyed by the legion. There are very few survivors, and those who did survive said the legion had no intention of sparing anyone. They slaughtered everyone without question.”

“He’s tightening the noose, worried that intervening directly might lead to the same disruptions as last time.”

“What do you mean by that…?”

“Just something like that.”


Khan brushed off Kurtank’s doubts and glanced at Yoro, who sat in a corner of the meeting room. The Blood King’s strategy was obvious—destroy all escape routes and then personally confront Yoro.

Knowing Yoro’s kind nature, Khan was sure he was feeling significant pressure from recent events. Yoro might even be feeling guilty about the innocent demons killed because of him.

‘But staying idle will result in more demon deaths….’

Currently, Khan and the frontier forces were not in a position to counter the Blood King’s assault effectively. Unlike the legion, brimming with thousands of powerful demons, the frontier lacked adequate forces.

Their only viable asset was Kurtank’s enchantment ability, but the Demon Generals under her control couldn’t operate independently for long periods, making it difficult to counter simultaneous legion attacks.

“Yoro, have you decided what to do yet?”

“…I’m sorry. If you could just give me a little more time—”

“Even if I want to give you more time, it doesn’t look like they’re willing to.”

“…….”

“Besides, we don’t really have a way to protect the other residences.”

“That’s right. The Blood King personally leading the legion wasn’t something we were prepared for. We need to come up with some sort of plan…”

“I’ll crush those weaklings myself!”

Interrupting Kurtank’s anxious mumbling, General Bes, who had voluntarily joined the so-called ‘Four Heavenly Kings,’ swung his massive arm and shouted.

“I’m ready to fight anytime, hyungnim!”

Not wanting to lose face, Tulkan stepped forward to challenge Bes, escalating the tension in the room. Khan, observing the commotion, finally spoke up.

“If we’re at a loss for solutions and can’t make a decision right now… then how about this, Yoro?”

“……?”

“Since they don’t seem eager to meet you right away, let’s close the distance ourselves this time.”

Yoro tilted his head, puzzled by the cryptic suggestion.

“We’ll abandon the first settlement.”

A mischievous smile appeared on Khan’s face. Despite his confident tone, the idea of abandoning their stronghold was hard to swallow. Tulkan, after contemplating for a moment, spoke up.

“Hyungnim, what do you mean by that? We’ve worked hard to capture this fortress, and now you’re saying we should just abandon it?”

“Exactly. Protecting the entire frontier is beyond our capacity. It’s only a matter of time before we get isolated.”

“But still… wouldn’t it be better to gather all the demonkinss and fight it out? Simply giving up seems…”

“Who said anything about giving up?”

“Huh? Isn’t that what you meant?”

The self-proclaimed Four Heavenly Kings, who had misunderstood Khan’s suggestion as an act of retreat, cast puzzled looks at him. If they were Khan’s comrades from Midland, they wouldn’t question it.

Khan’s colleagues in Midland knew well that Gordi Khan was not the type to retreat quietly after taking a hit.

“Are we really supposed to stay in a shattered fortress with crumbling walls and a missing roof forever? Since I’ve become a king, shouldn’t I conquer and take a proper castle for myself?”

There were no immediate replies, indicating that the implications of his words hadn’t fully sunk in yet. But it didn’t matter to Khan. The plan was simple enough that no elaborate explanation was needed.

“We’ll conquer and loot the central residences.”
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The humans of Midland had a basic knowledge or prejudice about the “hell” where demons resided. A land where demon worshippers who sold their souls to demons suffered eternal torment.

A place where fiery pits and perpetually frozen lands coexisted, making it uninhabitable for any living being.

One might think that the Pantheon Church spread such rumors, but in truth, the Pantheon Church did not engage in any significant manipulation. It was more of a fantasy created by people’s vague fears.

However, contrary to the imagination of most Midlanders, hell was not an entirely dreadful world. At least, the demonkin staying in the center of the Blood Domain would certainly never think so.

“Ha ha ha! Look at them struggling.”

“What are you doing! I bet a lot on your life!”

“Hurry up and die! I bet my entire fortune on both of you dying!”

A paradise for the strong. It was a place called by such a name by the central demonkin. The demonkin gathered in the coliseum of Fadis roared with anger. They directed their fury at the weak demonkin inside the coliseum, who were swinging weapons made from the claws of demon beasts at each other.

The coliseum was a type of playground created by Fadis’ ruler, Demonkin General Popus. He offered a new form of entertainment for the demonkin who no longer found joy in mere combat.

When he provided this simple and primal form of amusement—forcing weak demonkin captured from the outskirts or the center of the Blood Domain to fight using weapons made from demon beast corpses—the initially lukewarm demonkin gradually became enthusiastic about this “game”.

‘It was inevitable.’

The enjoyment derived from watching weak demonkin struggle to survive satisfied the inherent violence in demonkin, fulfilling a fundamental emotion.

“It’s dragging on more than expected. Release the demon beasts.”

“Yes.”

From the top tier of the coliseum, a demonkin who had been watching the betting arena with bored eyes gave the order.

He was reclining in his chair, his grotesquely swollen body leaving a strong impression. If any barbarian from Midland had seen him, they would have muttered, “He’s even worse than me”, due to his obesity.

The demonkin’s face also resembled that of a pig. This was none other than Popus, the ruler of Fadis. Shortly after he gave the order, the iron bars of the coliseum clanged open, and ferocious demon beasts, famous for their savagery, stormed into the arena.

“Great! I was waiting for this moment!”

“What are you doing, you bastards! Don’t die to the demon beasts, hurry up and kill each other!”

The weak demonkin, who had been clumsily slashing at each other in the arena, screamed, while the powerful demonkin watching the fight either burst into laughter or angrily scolded the two fumbling warriors.


“Tut. Lately, the supply of slaves has been quite unsatisfactory. These kinds of slaves have no market value.”

“I apologize. It seems that the situation in the outskirts is quite unstable…”

“I’m not trying to blame you. Of course, I know better than anyone. That damn Kurtank wench has rebelled. I shouldn’t have trusted someone who used brainwashing abilities from the start.”

Popus’s belly wobbled slightly as he expressed his dissatisfaction. His subordinate, knowing this was Popus’s way of showing anger, bowed even lower.

“However, since the Blood King himself has ordered the suppression, the issues in the outskirts will soon be resolved. According to your benevolent command, we have already dispatched a considerable number of demonkin to the front lines.”

“Well… it’s the expected outcome. No matter how many insignificant slaves gather, they can’t possibly pose a threat to the central region.”

Even if it was obvious, when flattery was mixed in, it was always pleasant to hear. Just then, a thin laugh leaked from Popus’s fatty vocal cords.

“Hm?”

Popus, who had been laughing in good spirits, suddenly opened his eyes wide. His eyes, buried in flesh, barely emerged, but his long-serving subordinate knew this reaction signaled great surprise.

“Lord Popus?”

The subordinate demonkin called out his name in confusion at Popus’s unusual behavior.

“Everyone─ STOP─!”

The shout from his massive body spread beyond the coliseum, encompassing the entire settlement. The force behind it was so intimidating that the demon beasts, just about to devour the weak demonkin in the arena, cowered in fear.

Despite the sudden outburst, which should have caused chaos, the coliseum fell into complete silence. Everyone there knew. Popus, though he usually lazed around like a fat pig, was a terrifying force once he stood up.

“Lord… Popus?”

“Heh. It seems that insolent demonkin wench has lost her mind.”

“What do you mean by that…”

Crack!

The subordinate’s head was crushed in an instant. Popus, having smashed the head of his aide who had served him for centuries, put the piece of flesh into his mouth and slowly chewed.

Fwoosh!


Shortly after, a red haze rose from his body. When the haze dissipated, Popus’s appearance had changed dramatically. The layers of fat that had been piled on top of each other had all burned away, leaving behind only lean muscles.

The red haze converged in one spot, covering his body, and sharp horns like spikes sprouted from his back.

“The entertainment is over! War! It’s─ war─!”

The moment the word “war” imprinted in their minds, no further explanation was needed. The powerful demonkin who had been watching the fight in the coliseum with excited eyes all stood up simultaneously and headed outside without needing any orders.

Fadis was a paradise for the strong. Specifically, it was the final destination for demonkin who had no more opponents to fight or had grown bored of trivial battles, seeking minor amusements.

Naturally, most of the demonkin residing in Fadis were well-known powerhouses even in the central region, having lived as warriors most of their lives.

“Phew. This is getting interesting…”

Popus, who had instantly regained his prime form, leaped over the high walls of the coliseum with remarkable agility. He was the first to see the demonkin sprinting outside, jumping over the settlement’s buildings.

And in the distance, he saw a group rushing towards Fadis. At the forefront were familiar Demonkin Generals. Pathetically, they were the fools who had fallen under Kurtank’s control. Among them was Tenel, the Blood King’s Shield, but Popus was not afraid in the slightest.

Though Tenel might be stronger by nature, the outcome of a life-or-death battle was always uncertain.

‘That’s what makes fighting fun!’

However, the sight of the demonkin marching behind the Demonkin Generals dampened Popus’s excitement. Most of them appeared to be weak demonkin—slaves from the outskirts. To think they dared to invade the central region with such riffraff?

“Pfft. Well, fighting Demonkin Generals under control should be fun enough.”

No, it was more than just fun; it was incredibly exciting. The thought of trampling the Demonkin Generals, whom he had always looked down upon, was exhilarating. Unable to contain himself any longer, Popus moved towards the battlefield at an astonishing speed.

Then, he noticed something strange.

‘They all have backpacks.’

Behind the Demonkin Generals under Kurtank’s control. The weak demonkin had heavy loads on their backs and in their hands. As if they were fleeing.

‘Hmm…. To get from the outskirts to Fadis, they would have had to pass several settlements.’

It was more surprising that they had managed to get here with that sorry state, passing through two or three settlements. There was no way the fools in other settlements would have let them pass without a fight.

“Well, it doesn’t matter.”


The important thing was that a fight was right in front of them. Despite being outnumbered by the Demonkin Generals on the other side, Popus wasn’t afraid in the slightest. This was because Fadis had an overwhelmingly powerful force.

“Lord Popus! May we engage first?”

“I thought I could take out a few of the Demonkin Generals…”

“Do as you please. But I will handle the Blood King’s Shield!”

Cheers erupted from Fadis’s camp. The demonkin of Fadis considered Keltor, who handled the army’s operations, to be a fool filled with hot air. They believed that Popus, who quietly lived in seclusion, was actually stronger.

“Exciting…!”

The powerful demonkin were thrilled at the thought of witnessing Popus’s true strength in a life-or-death battle.

Thud.

A sound of a fist striking flesh was heard from somewhere. It came from where Popus had been standing.

“…Lord Popus?”

“Who is that bastard?”

The demonkin turned to see Popus’s body, with its upper half completely blown away, lying on the ground. In front of it stood a gray demonkin holding an axe. It was an incomprehensible sight.

The Popus who had just been burning with the will to fight was gone, replaced by a seemingly weak demonkin…

“What the hell are you?”

One of the powerful demonkin shouted in anger.

“Us?”

The gray demonkin—Khan—answered with a smile, looking around.

“We’re bandits. Hand over everything you have.”

***

Khan’s plan, after abandoning the first settlement and advancing to the center, was simple. Just charge ahead, conquer any settlements they encountered, and plunder resources on the spot.

Further, they would use Kurtank’s abilities to increase their numbers. The result was the scene unfolding before them.

“Ha ha! It’s a raid! A raid!”

Demonkin General Vess, with his enormous arms flailing wildly, was smashing the powerful demonkin.

“Ow…! S-stop hitting me!”

Trusting in his tough skin, toolkan was throwing punches despite getting hit, and Kurtank was using her enchanting abilities to control her minions to slaughter the powerful demonkin.

Even the weak demonkin brought along as porters from the first settlement had gone berserk, attacking the powerful demonkin.

They had already conquered and plundered three settlements on their way. This was more than enough to restore their confidence and fighting spirit, and the weak demonkin, having tasted real plunder, were now the most enthusiastic warriors.

Of course, without the presence of Khan, who was like a walking disaster, this strategy would have been impossible to execute.

‘Still, it’s quite effective.’

Abandoning the defense of a base to embark on a conquest war and immediately replenishing war supplies on site was a method primarily used by Greenskin warriors.

Since demonkin also possessed the stamina to march continuously for several days without tiring, applying the Greenskin strategy felt completely natural.

“No matter how many times I see it, it’s incredible. Do all of Khan’s kin fight this way?”

“…No.”

Yoro, looking at the demonkin who had gone mad with looting, muttered nonsense.

‘I heard this would be the toughest part, but it’s going more smoothly than expected.’

In any case, since the looting operation seemed to be successful this time as well, Khan’s eyes sharpened as he prepared to harvest the experience points scattered around.

Immediately, a red line appeared across the battlefield in Karyan’s eyes.

And then.

A red line was drawn across Khan’s shoulder as he was preparing to respond to the trajectory of the attack with heightened senses.

Fwahahahahak!
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Blood spurted from his left shoulder.

By the time he realized it, the beast that had slashed his shoulder was long gone from his sensory range. No, it moved so fast that it was impossible to tell if it had ever left.

‘I can’t catch it…!’

The moment Karyan’s eyes caught sight of the red line and the instant he got wounded by the sword strike.

The speed was such that there was virtually no margin of error between the two moments. Even with an agility stat reaching 50, all Karyan could do was barely recognize the attack’s trajectory with his eyes.

Dodging or counterattacking was an impossible feat against such rapid speed-!

“Hyungnim…!”

“My king!”

When Khan suddenly staggered, bleeding, toolkan and Vess, alarmed, tried to rush to him. There wasn’t even time to warn them not to approach. Khan immediately raised Draupnir diagonally.

Swooosh!

The sound of the air being torn echoed futilely. He thought he had correctly read the trajectory and swung his sword, but it merely sliced through empty space, missing the beast entirely.

In fact, it would have been better if it had just missed.

Drip.

Blood flowed down his arm. He only realized he had been cut when the burning sensation ran down his arm. While his sword had cut through the air, the beast’s blade had inflicted another wound on Khan.

Although it wasn’t a fatal wound, it was more than enough to heighten his alertness to the highest degree.

“The Blood King’s Sword…!”

At that moment, Kurtank screamed, revealing the beast’s identity, and a murmur spread among allies and enemies alike.

The loyal servant who stood shoulder to shoulder with the Blood King’s Shield, Tenel, and one of the few who wandered the Blood Domain for the Blood King. A Demonkin General few had met in person.

Also known as the fastest being in the Blood Domain.

Slaaash!


“Ahhhh!”

The sound of flesh being torn and Kurtank’s scream erupted simultaneously. It meant the Blood King’s Sword had abruptly changed targets.

Even Khan, with Karyan’s eyes, couldn’t react in time to such an astonishingly swift strike. Considering her physical abilities were among the weakest of the Demonkin Generals, her chances of surviving were virtually zero.

However, Kurtank’s quick thinking saved her life.

-The moment she realized the Blood King’s Sword had entered the battlefield, she used her powers to control the Blood King’s Shield, Tenel, to protect her.

As a result, the Blood King’s Sword only managed to cut through Tenel’s carapace. It didn’t kill Kurtank.

‘Damn it…!’

Of course, this didn’t mean the situation had improved. If anything, the sight of Tenel’s sturdy carapace being split apart served as a chilling warning to everyone: no one could escape from him.

Bang─!

Seeing Khan bleed made one of the powerful demonkin believe he could take him on. Khan crushed the demonkin’s head with the back of his hand and shouted.

“Gather around Kurtank!”

He judged that their chances of survival were higher if they used the Demonkin Generals, brainwashed by Kurtank’s enchanting ability, as shields rather than being defeated individually. After guiding his subordinates to gather in one place, Khan did the complete opposite of his own order.

Boom!

Wielding an axe and a sword in each hand, he charged forward, scattering rapid strikes. Instead of joining his army, he attempted to break through the enemy lines, a sight so terrifying that even the demonkin took a step back.

Each strike of his resounded with earth-shaking power. Even the martial demonkin, who valued physical strength above all, couldn’t withstand his attacks. The bodies of demonkin, once proud warriors, mixed with the dust and scattered.

But there was one being who could stop his charge.

“Ugh…!”

Khan let out a groan as a shallow wound appeared on his back. The burning pain from the wound quickly spread throughout his body, as if poison was coursing through his veins.

Bang. Crackle!

Khan suddenly vanished with a powerful leap. At the same time, the defensive walls surrounding Fadis exploded, causing an uproar.


“Huff.”

Khan grimaced as he landed inside the city with all his strength. Closing his eyes briefly and concentrating, he sensed a foreign substance flowing through his veins.

“Spit!”

He activated the control over his blood granted by the Heart of Predation. Pulling the foreign substance up to his throat, he spat it out, grimacing at the green liquid that emerged from his mouth. His stomach, hardened from his time in Midland, was nearly turned.

At first, he thought it might be insect fluid, but on closer inspection, it was sticky and slightly squirming.

“What the hell…”

That thing was inside my body?

As he muttered, he felt the presence of demonkin within the city approaching, having noticed his intrusion.

“The enemy leader has infiltrated!”

“Capture him! The Blood King’s Sword will judge him!”

The demonkin approaching from within the city had an intimidating presence, making it puzzling why they hadn’t come out sooner. They seemed to be at least a level or two higher than the demonkin who had been acting tough outside.

Crunch. Boom!

Still, they weren’t a match for Khan. Occasionally, some particularly tenacious ones tried to hinder him, but when Draupnir’s blade split their skulls, their resistance quickly ended. Yet, even that brief resistance served its purpose.

Buzzzz!

It sounded like the amplified buzzing of hundreds of bees. Immediately after hearing that noise, Khan instinctively turned around, using the flat of Draupnir to defend. His feet dug into the ground from the force.

Crack.

An unusual shockwave traveled through the blade. More importantly, this was the first time the Blood King’s Sword had revealed itself. The creature was a massive mantis, about 1.5 times Khan’s size, entirely red and with scythe-like blades on its forelimbs sharper than any master-crafted sword.

“I will execute the King’s adversary here.”

“Go ahead and try…!”

Clang…!


Khan clicked his tongue in frustration as he slammed his fist against the flat of his blade in a sudden attack.

If the creature hadn’t retreated in time, he would have burst its forelimbs through the contact with his blade. It might have been the first and last chance to clash weapons directly.

‘Too fast.’

Its speed made any effective counteraction nearly impossible. Had the creature not revealed its position with that noise before covering the distance, Khan would have had his back exposed.

If there was no time difference between perceiving the attack trajectory and the attack reaching him, he could only predict the attack.

Moreover, any allowed attack would inject that bizarre green liquid into his body. Knowing this, the creature focused on inflicting shallow wounds instead of going for vital points.

In that case—

‘I have to create the opportunity myself.’

Khan’s eyes, once filled with wariness, transformed.

Dugeun.

Those were the eyes of a hunter, like the wolves of Hoarfrost Gorge.

***

Elda, the Blood King’s Sword, watched the “adversary” with an emotionless gaze.

Despite the adversary’s diminutive appearance, they possessed tremendous strength, which led Elda to prioritize hunting them over the previously irritating Kurtank. The adversary’s actions were highly irksome to Elda.

Fleeing?

“You are inviting death.”

The king had acknowledged his adversary as a “target to be killed”. Therefore, Elda had been ordered to harvest the adversary’s head. But what was this pitiful display?

It was natural for prey to flee, but for prey acknowledged by the king to flee in such a disgraceful manner was unacceptable. It was an insult to the king who recognized the adversary as worthy.

“I’ll kill you instantly.”

As Elda’s wings flapped, his form appeared directly above the adversary.

To those who couldn’t match his speed, his blade was synonymous with absolute death. A mere graze from his blade would cause the poison he carried to fester from within, often resulting in a swift beheading.

Elda was confident his blade would deliver death once more.

“……!”

Suddenly, the adversary crashed through a building’s outer wall with their shoulder, disappearing inside. Simply entering a building wouldn’t allow them to escape Elda’s blade. However, Elda was momentarily startled when the adversary’s presence vanished like a lie.

“Foolishness.”

Despite this, his surprise didn’t last long. Just because the adversary wasn’t visible didn’t mean they had completely disappeared.

Slash. Crackle!

The architecture of Fadis, known as the paradise of demonkin, was incredibly ornate. Elda’s merciless slashes completely split the building in half, and strikes rained down upon the collapsing debris.

Even Tenel, with his solid carapace, would have been shattered by these countless, relentless slashes. Elda was certain of the adversary’s demise.

‘As expected, demonkin who only rely on brute strength are no match.’

After all, strength had its limits. Like Tenel and the other Demonkin Generals, the king’s adversary was just another brute, using simplistic methods based on their strength and size.

And such brutes always met the same fate. They either surrendered or met their death before his unimaginable speed and deadly blade.

“You certainly had power beyond the other Demonkin Generals, but in the end, you were no different. Indeed, the true king of this Blood Domain is the Blood King alone.”

In contrast, the Blood King wielded not only physical strength but also truly immense power. Before him, trivial strength and size were meaningless. Even Elda’s prized speed, blade, and poison were rendered irrelevant.

“…Now, it’s time to butcher the remaining enemies.”

Reaffirming his loyalty to the Blood King, Elda turned his back on the building. And that was the moment. The moment the wolf from Hoarfrost Gorge had been waiting for.

『Cloak of the Night Walker』

─A magical item in the form of clothing, inscribed with a spell to conceal one’s presence. It allows the wearer to blend deeper into the darkness and become almost imperceptible.

─If the wearer possesses stealth-related skills, additional enhancement effects are granted.

─This equipment has been enhanced with the Disguise Robe of Mortalia.

『Stealth (C) – 11%』

─Grade C Effect, silence :: Suppresses noise generated by movement to an extreme degree.

Having maintained the stealth skill he previously had no opportunity to use, Khan, now riddled with dozens of stab wounds, revealed himself and grabbed Elda’s wing joint as if seizing his collar.

“What the…?!”

Elda’s bewildered question, laden with the meaning of how Khan survived, was met with a chilling smile from Khan.

“It’s all about the skills, you bastard─!”

『Indomitable Will』

A skill that allows the user to continue fighting as long as they maintain a thread of life while in a critical state. As Indomitable Will infused vitality into his body, Khan lifted Elda by the wing joint, using it as a handle, and activated another skill.

『Dragon Fang Cannon』

An A-rank skill evolved from a throwing skill.

This time, he wasn’t throwing an axe but the giant mantis itself.

“Die─!”

Crack.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Elda’s body, driven into the ground, pierced through the solid earth of the Blood Domain. The propulsion force of the Dragon Fang Cannon tore up the ground, causing Elda’s remarkably tough body to twist grotesquely, with his wings ripped off and unrecognizable.

Yet, Elda couldn’t die, thanks to the demonkin’s tenacious vitality.

“This… isn’t demonkin power. Who… the hell are you…?”

“Me?”

The words Elda managed to utter with great difficulty reached Khan through the vertical hole he had punched. Having successfully captured Elda alive, Khan crouched at the edge of the hole and replied.

“I’m the super strong invisible barbarian.”
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“What? What kind of nonsense is that….”

“If you don’t know, just shut up, bastard.”

Elda, who was stuck in a hole shaped exactly like his own body, clamped his mouth shut. He seemed to think Khan was mocking him and refused to engage in conversation.

It would only hurt him. Although his limbs were weakly twitching, his condition was clear.

He was in no state to continue fighting. Even with the demonkin’s tenacious vitality and the robust physique of a Demonkin General, Elda had just enjoyed a forceful kiss with the solid ground of the Blood Domain, propelled by the Dragon Fang Cannon. There was no way he could be fine.

Even a troll would be bedridden for days with such injuries.

“Anyway, you’re going to end up as Kurtank’s minion. I have no interest in wasting time chatting with a scarecrow.”

“……!”

Despite being deeply embedded in the ground, Elda’s startled face was clearly visible. The demonkin of Fadis, who had believed Elda to be an invincible presence, hesitated as they watched his predicament.

“How amusing. It looks like you worship the Blood King as if he were a God.”

“What are you talking about….”

“Listen up. You’ll find this quite entertaining.”

Khan acted as if the others weren’t even there. He crouched in front of the hole where Elda was trapped, discussing the latter’s future with a smile. Of course, Elda’s face twisted at Khan’s words.

“I plan to make you the first to fight the Blood King. It seems that demonkin love fighting strong opponents…. How does that sound?”

It was as if Khan was offering a very tempting proposal. But to Elda, an ardent worshipper of the Blood King, this was like hearing the devil’s whisper.

“You devilish scum…!”

Khan couldn’t help but frown slightly at being called a “devilish scum” by a demonkin who was almost a devil himself.

Damn, who’s calling whom a devil here?

“Exactly. So let’s make a deal.”

“A… deal?”


“Yes.”

Patience was a virtue of modern intellects raised in the land of courtesy. How did he use to smile when he was a salesman back on Earth?

Reaching back into his now-fading memories of his corporate days, Khan lifted the corners of his mouth.

Flinch.

Elda’s body twitched instinctively at the sight of that sinister smile.

“I’ll kill you cleanly.”

“…!”

“I won’t use Kurtank’s power to control you, and I won’t keep you alive as a hostage. Instead, I’ll give you a clean, simple death. Right here.”

It was an absurd proposal. The demonkin listening to Khan’s words were furious, as if they themselves were the ones being threatened. However, Elda chose silence.

He was contemplating whether to accept Khan’s proposal.

“Lord Elda…?!”

“The forces of Fadis are still intact! Just ignore that proposal!”

Khan quelled the commotion with a polite remark and cast a firm gaze downward. It conveyed that he had said all he needed to and that the choice was now Elda’s to make. Elda remained silent for several more seconds.

Loyalty dictated that he must not betray the Blood King. Yet, the fear that rejecting Khan’s offer would lead him to raise a pitiful blade against the Blood King himself was swirling chaotically in his mind.

In truth, Elda’s decision had been made from the start.

“I understand…”

The Blood King was an invincible being. No matter what anyone did, the Blood King’s safety was never truly at risk. Even if the king acknowledged this remote king as an adversary, there was no way the king could be defeated.

Therefore, Elda accepted Khan’s proposal. The thought of personally attacking the Blood King was intolerable. It was preferable to die here rather than face such a future.

“A wise choice.”

Khan stood up with his trademark “friendly smile”.


As expected. The victory belonged to Khan and his border king’s army. However, despite hearing about Elda’s defeat and his acceptance of death at Khan’s hands, the demonkin of Fadis did not give up the fight. Instead, they fought even more fiercely.

“The experience points are amazing.”

Indomitable Will kept Khan’s near-dead body in a combat-ready state. The side effects were severe, akin to a final desperate attack pattern for a boss. Previously, once Indomitable Will deactivated, he would have immediately collapsed.

This time, it was different.

Although the injuries were severe, his stamina hadn’t completely depleted. The skill cost reduction from the Mark of Valor and his high stamina stats played a crucial role.

And in this process, Kurtank’s contributions were outstanding.

Her brainwashed Demonkin Generals were monstrous, capable of fighting against overwhelming odds. With each battle, she would enchant enemy demonkin leaders to join their forces, making it only a matter of time.

“Ha ha ha! How do you like the performance of Tulkan, Yoro?”

“I believed in you from the start. I knew if anyone could do it, it was you, Tulkan.”

“Of course!”

Surprisingly, Tulkan’s contributions were significant. His tough, rock-like skin made him particularly effective in large-scale battles.

While Tulkan single-handedly held off one of Fadis’s top demonkin warriors, Demonkin General Vess, who had joined the Four Heavenly Kings, swung his massive arms, breaking through the enemy’s formation.

Though his skin cracked like a drought-stricken land from the blows he received, Tulkan seemed satisfied with his performance, so no one commented on it.

“My king! We’ve completed the occupation of the city!”

“Then, as before, requisition all supplies. Leave nothing behind.”

“Yes, sir! We will sort out the treasures accordingly!”

“Good.”

Vess, who had become the most loyal of subordinates since Khan had torn off his arm, bowed deeply and marched off confidently.

“Well then, it’s time to finish our conversation.”

Kurtank, who acted as a sort of advisor and was also the top combatant of the border forces, was busy overseeing the newly occupied settlement. Tulkan was likely somewhere, regaling Yoro with tales of his exploits, with the ever-patient Yoro listening attentively.


Now was the perfect moment to make the captured informant talk.

“…What do you want to know?”

“First, let’s start with a simple question. You usually roam the Blood Domain following the Blood King’s orders, right? What were those orders?”

“It’s simple.”

Though his limbs were torn off, Elda, seemingly unfazed by his condition, wiggled his remaining stumps as he answered.

“To search for those with the qualities of a Demonkin General. That was his command.”

“…So, you were like a scout? Never mind. Do you know why? Why is the Blood King gathering Demonkin Generals and maintaining an army that he seems uninterested in?”

“Of course, it’s to protect the Blood Domain from the Monarchs of Hell.”

“…Hmm.”

To protect the Blood Domain from the offspring of other great demons?

On the surface, it was a plausible justification, leaving little to criticize. However, it revealed a glaring contradiction.

The idea that gathering multiple Demonkin Generals could stand against demons was somewhat plausible, especially if the demons’ strength was comparable to those who descended upon Midland.

‘Gathering demonkin to oppose demons? That’s bullshit.’

This was hell.

It’s a place swarming with demons who can unleash their full power without restriction, unlike in Midland, where the use of their authority was limited.

While it was true that Elda and Tenel were quite powerful, if asked whether they could stand against demons wielding authority, anyone would shake their head. A few might manage, but if a great demon’s offspring led their army in an invasion, the Blood Domain’s army would be swept away like leaves in the wind.

‘There’s another purpose. It’s certain.’

By this point, Khan was convinced that the Blood King had a hidden agenda, one that even his loyal servant Elda didn’t know.

“What are the qualities for a Demonkin General? Are there any specific criteria? Conditions set by the Blood King?”

“Of course, it’s strength. Only demonkin with something fundamentally different from ordinary demonkin can become Demonkin Generals. Like Tenel’s carapace, Kurtank’s brainwashing ability, and my scythe and wings…”

“Or perhaps, a trace of power similar to that of the Monarchs of Hell?”

“How…! How do you know that?!”

When his hidden secret was revealed, Elda was visibly shaken and soon trembled as if realizing something.

“Wait! This aura… Could it be you also…?!”

Khan never expected to read the expression of an insect, but it seemed Elda, like Kurtank, had belatedly noticed the fragment of Aecharis lodged in Khan’s right chest.

“Ha…. So that’s how it is.”

Regardless, Khan, who had roughly deduced the Blood King’s intention, smirked coldly.

‘Was he searching for Yoro from the beginning? The army was just a ruse?’

The Blood King, having somehow recognized himself as a ‘half’, was searching for the other half, seeking those who carried a fragment of the Hell Lords. The demon army and the Demonkin Generals were mere facades to conceal his true intent.

Though not entirely certain, it was highly plausible. And now, the Blood King had found Yoro.

‘He must be very eager.’

The problem was that the ‘will of the world’ opposed him. Thus, he probably intended to use Elda, who was involved in searching for the other half, to bring Yoro here. Unfortunately for him, Khan’s presence disrupted his plan.

‘This changes things a bit.’

Initially, Khan intended to buy time for Yoro by invading the central lands and causing delays. But knowing the Blood King was desperate enough to fabricate an entire demon army for a false pretext meant Khan couldn’t just keep watching.

He didn’t know when the Blood King’s patience might run out.

‘I’d rather not be ambushed suddenly.’

Although Khan was only a half, he possessed Aesperus’s authority fragment. While not as powerful as a great demon’s offspring, he still surpassed a typical transcendent. If a battle was to occur, it needed to be on his terms.

“Ha ha…! Now I understand. You are allied with those demons invading the Blood Domain!”

It was then. While Khan was deep in thought, Elda made an outrageous statement.

“What?”

“The aura of that authority! I’ve felt it recently! Those demons, who have been eyeing the outskirts of the Blood Domain and finally crossed the border…!”

“Demons? Demons came? With an aura similar to mine—”

“Don’t play dumb! Now I see. You are their vanguard! You dirty minion of Aecharis—!”

Crack.

“Ugh.”

Khan’s face twisted as he forcefully silenced Elda. Aecharis’s pursuers had finally entered the Blood Domain.

“Demons… plural?”

Not just one, but multiple demons. And for some reason, Khan felt an eerie familiarity with the demons invading the Blood Domain.
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Compared to the modern intellectuals of Earth, the humans one encountered in Midland were quite simple.

Why, one only had to look at the internet to see that there are many people and a variety of crazy individuals, leading to the saying that “there’s no shortage of insane people on the internet”.

Even a pot-bellied man, whose only joy was the occasional game amidst the drudgery of daily commutes, could sometimes be transformed into a warrior at the keyboard due to the abundance of irrational individuals on Earth.

In contrast, the humans of Midland were mostly similar in nature.

Predators and prey.

In other words, those with power and those without. You could delve deeper into various nuances, but the basic distinction remained.

Generally, a 2-meter-tall barbarian would fall into the former category in most situations, but in a world where miracles like magic and aura existed, a mere strong barbarian warrior wasn’t always considered a predator. At least now, he was firmly in the predator category…

But it wasn’t always this way.

A barbarian warrior with the sensibilities of a naive modern man was clearly in the prey category, and from Khan’s perspective, the most horrifying type of human was a “predator who held a grudge against him”.

For instance, there was an incident involving an old mage. This happened when Khan’s power was still insufficient and he was wandering after losing his first companions to Tilly Ashanumos.

The mage’s grudge against Khan began in a particularly unfair manner from Khan’s point of view. The mage abruptly appeared, saying he wanted to experiment on the barbarian’s body.

Even among mages unaffiliated with the Magic Tower, there were plenty of madmen, but the old mage’s madness was beyond imagination. The old mage, equipped with intermediate-level spells of considerable power and mercenaries hired at great expense as meat shields, forced Khan to flee.

Of course, Khan didn’t just take it lying down. During the chase, he managed to kill some of the meat shields and the mage’s apprentices, getting back at them in the process.

That was the problem.

The old mage, ignoring his own initial actions, bore a deep grudge against Khan for killing his apprentices. He pursued Khan across two national borders, leading the chase with his old, frail body, fueled by deep hatred.

The outcome of that relentless pursuit was evident in Khan’s very existence. The chase ended with the old man and his pursuers buried in an unnamed mountain, and Khan leveled up as a result.

By using the countless obstacles in the mountains to defeat his pursuers one by one, he also acquired skills like Stealth and Tracking, akin to those of an assassin. So why was Khan recalling these sordid, old memories now?

‘Tch… it seems the inevitable has come.’

Just like before, a “predator with a grudge” had started pursuing him. Of course, he had made remarkable progress since then, and now, a single pursuer or two wouldn’t pose much of a problem.

The issue was that the level of his pursuers had also risen dramatically—no, transcendentally.


“How many were there?”

“Two.”

“What did they look like?”

“I detected their presence from afar and retreated. I couldn’t make out their appearance.”

“Cautious bastards.”

But why did he get a pretty clear idea even without hearing their appearance?

“Damn… could it be those guys?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t—”

“Shut up. I’ve got a headache.”

A chilling premonition ran down his spine. The demons, minions of Aecharis, significant enough to not get beaten up and having a reason to venture to the far Blood Domain.

All the clues fit perfectly with two specific figures he remembered. The number matched, too.

Once, they had descended upon Midland with both their spirit and avatar bodies, only to be captured by Khan and offered as sacrifices to the Goddess of Justice.

“Augrabes, Kereaktu…”

Those two demons, vying for the number 2 and 3 spots under Aecharis, were now personally hunting Khan. Moreover, they harbored personal grudges. Extracting more information from Elda proved impossible.

He was a worshiper of the Blood King, not a confidant aware of his intentions.

“Keep your promise…!”

“Of course.”

Realizing that the conversation was dwindling, Elda glared at Khan with fierce eyes, as if he forgot he was missing his limbs. It was a signal to fulfill the promise.

Crack.

Khan kept his promise without hesitation. As Draupnir split Elda’s skull, his body was divided in two. Even at the moment of his death, Elda clung to life tenaciously. There was a reason he had delayed his much-desired death.


“The Blood King will destroy you…!”

『Level Up!』

As he spat out his final curse, his life finally ended. The system message indicating his level-up appeared right after. Given that it was an incredibly tough level to grind, and with an impending battle against a formidable opponent, leveling up was certainly good news.

Yet, Khan showed no reaction.

『Level: 38』

Instead, he stared at the numbers visible only to him, deep in thought.

‘Up until now, I haven’t given it much thought… But this game system, there are too many elements I don’t understand. Moreover—’

Recently, he had experienced growth that couldn’t be explained by the game system alone, growth not reflected in the numbers. Additionally, he was increasingly questioning the fundamental structure of how skills were created.

Previously, he had dismissed it as some “possession benefit” nonsense, but now that he had dipped his toes into the secrets of the world, that was no longer an option. It was late, but he needed to understand where this cursed power came from.

Of course, there was another true purpose. If he could understand the principles of this system?

If he could manipulate the distribution of his stats, directing all of them into strength instead of evenly spreading them across strength, agility, and stamina.

Or if he could create desired skills on the spot—such absurd feats might become possible. Such capabilities would be extremely beneficial for his future journey.

But more importantly, there was a specific reason Khan began questioning the game system fundamentally.

“That mysterious ‘power’ that Karyan used… It was certainly…”

He couldn’t be certain. It was a power that even endgame characters, who had defeated the final boss demon, couldn’t wield. It was something utterly foreign to players of the game.

Even Khan, a veteran player, had only occasionally seen it mentioned in brief text snippets. It was something he had almost erased from his memory, dismissing it as a “deep setting” not worth considering.

‘But Karyan, a mortal, could wield it…?’

Was it because Karyan was a genius, as he claimed? Or was it something that emerged from the noble blood of the ancient royal lineage? Khan didn’t think so.

He dared to speculate that the reason Karyan could wield that power was entirely—

“Where have you been all day? Still here, I see.”


“…Kurtank.”

“Looks like you killed Elda. I hoped we could use him as an asset, but you must have had your reasons. I prefer a king who keeps his promises over one who doesn’t.”

“Not that I thought that far ahead.”

“Anyway.”

Kurtank approached with a light-hearted smile. Her face had lightened considerably, a stark contrast to the stern expression she had worn since seeing the Blood King briefly descend.

“Aren’t we a burden? Me and the followers who came along.”

It seemed Kurtank had come to talk about an unexpected subject—whether they were a burden to Khan.

“You don’t have to pretend. I know you accepted us because you thought we might be useful.”

“Well…”

“What’s your goal? Is it just to meet the Blood King? Or are you planning to steal his power?”

In reality, it wouldn’t be a problem to pick either answer and brush it off. After all, once they returned to Midland, they would never see each other again. Besides, their first impression wasn’t exactly positive.

But the issue was that human feelings weren’t as simple as that.

“I’m looking for a way to return. To return to where I came from. The Blood King holds something I need for that, and that’s why I need to meet him.”

“Return… Where to? If it’s another Hell Monarch’s realm, you wouldn’t need to meet the Blood King…”

“The dimension the Blood King invaded.”

An awkward silence ensued. Khan interpreted Kurtank’s silence as disbelief in his words, prompting him to let out a derisive laugh and prepare to end the conversation.

“So that’s how it is.”

Kurtank said with a relieved tone, as if she had expected this from the beginning.

“Well, there are all sorts of demonkin in the Blood Domain, but you always seemed… different. It’s not just that you carry a fragment of a Hell Monarch, but your entire way of thinking is fundamentally different. Different from Yoro’s, too.”

“…Two demons have come. They must be the ones who held a grudge against me from another dimension. Now we have to find the Blood King and prepare for battle.”

Khan calmly explained the dire situation. While they had taken over Fadis, the paradise of the Blood Domain, an unstoppable catastrophe was approaching.

“You need to act independently. With the subordinates you have now, you could easily take over most settlements.”

Once in the outskirts, once when they entered the central region, and finally in Fadis. With the additional demonkin leaders and Demon Generals Kurtank had enchanted, her army had grown to a level where even the Blood Domain’s forces would have to consider annihilation or defeat.

After taking in numerous powerful demonkin in Fadis, they had addressed their numerical disadvantage completely. They could maintain their power even without Khan’s presence.

“The Blood King, and two demons are after me. We can’t afford to fight while protecting anyone.”

“True. That makes sense.”

“So… either fortify Fadis as a base or raid other settlements to expand your power. Focus on survival.”

His decision came after hearing about the two demons. Their relationship was one of convenience, and Kurtank would recognize that staying with Khan was now a disadvantage. If she was the Kurtank he knew, she would accept his proposal without hesitation. He waited for her response.

Rumble…

The sky began to “weep”.

Khan and Kurtank hurried outside to see what was happening, and both let out a sound that was a mix of awe and dismay. The sky over the entire Blood Domain had started to rain red.

This sudden anomaly was visible everywhere in the Blood Domain and didn’t stop for a day or two. The rain, though ominous, caused no harmful effects. Which made it even more unsettling.

It felt like this massive phenomenon encompassing the entire Blood Domain was merely a prelude. Soon, an even stranger event occurred.

“Hyungnim…! Yoro! Yoro is acting strange! Suddenly claiming he’s Esperus!”

Why are you resurrecting so soon…?
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“Hmm. So this is how mortal senses work. Entirely dependent on the functions of the body… It’s more varied than I expected, but it feels incredibly stifling. It feels like I’m trapped in an egg, despite having emerged from one.”

The smooth, black, glossy head was unmistakably Yoro’s. The size and presence sensed by Karyan’s eyes were the same, and the polite speech, uncharacteristic of a demonkin, confirmed it.

“To think that those who stopped the invasion of the Hell Legion did so with such wretched senses and bodies, I must admit I have newfound respect for them.”

But something was different. Khan’s face hardened for that very reason.

“How could they be so strong, maintaining the mortal form despite such innate limitations? Do you have an answer to that question, Khan?”

“Cut the crap.”

“Ha ha… Cut the crap? To whom else would I pose such a profound question about that great mortal? I think you are…”

Bang!

His fist shot out unconsciously. However, the full-force punch intended to crush Yoro’s skull was stopped dead by a red barrier.

“You know well that you can’t kill me under the sky of the Blood Domain.”

His voice was gentle, without a hint of mockery, yet it irritated Khan all the more. Muttering a curse, Khan’s muscles tensed, and an overwhelming force emanated from his arm.

Crack!

It was a force that could likely topple boulders or even cliffs. But the red barrier flickering around the back of Yoro’s head didn’t even show a scratch.

“Why do you think it’s called a holy power? In the language of your dimension… it’s a miracle of the gods. It’s a power beyond the reach of mortals. That’s why he is such a great being. A mortal, who broke that fundamental premise.”

“Hoo.”

Khan exhaled briefly and withdrew his hand from the barrier. This guy was right. This red barrier was the power of Esperus lingering in the Blood Domain, the will of the world itself. It was impossible to shatter it with mortal strength.

“Now that you seem a bit calmer, shall we have a conversation?”

Interpreting Khan’s withdrawal as a sign of resignation, the figure, with a laugh in his voice, finally turned around. And the sight that met Khan’s eyes caused his expression to twitch.

In the middle of the smooth black surface was a crescent-shaped wrinkle, reminiscent of the ancient Esperus he had seen on the battlefield.

‘No doubt about it.’


This was indeed Esperus. Somehow, Esperus, who should have fully revived later, had awakened in Yoro’s body.

“What happened?”

“Hm… I suppose your question is about how I was resurrected? The answer is, I don’t quite know. Or rather, I do, but I’d prefer to see it with my own eyes before making any definitive statements. I dislike uncertainty.”

“Your certainty that I’m connected to that mortal, what’s your basis for that?”

“Haha. That’s an interesting question. Despite being a mortal, you, Khan, handle transcendent powers quite adeptly, just as he did. I never expected you to handle fragments of my brother’s power. But more than anything, there’s something about you that resembles him—your demeanor, your rebellious and discontented nature, your boldness.”

“This bastard…”

“Pardon?”

Esperus’s eye wrinkles quivered as if they were about to spread apart in shock. Khan quickly brushed it off, saying it was nothing, but he felt an overwhelming urge to smack the back of the demon’s head.

Resemble? Me and that narcissistic lunatic? To Khan, who prided himself on being a modern intellectual, this was a grave insult.

‘Poor judgment.’

Khan mentally added “Esperus has no sense in judging people” to his mental notepad.

To equate himself with Karyan, the narcissistic lunatic who blathered about himself for hours and casually slammed a dragon into the ground just because it annoyed him, was beyond offensive. It made Khan wonder if the early resurrection had affected Esperus’s mind.

“Aren’t there plenty of mortals who have made contracts with demons and wield their powers?”

“Hm, it seems an explanation is in order. Unlike my siblings, I haven’t created minions in other dimensions. From my observations, a transcendent granting power to a minion is possible through a reciprocal contract.”

It’s akin to how a God bestows grace upon a believer who, in turn, spreads the faith.

“This transaction is not restricted by the laws of the world. But you, Khan, are different. None of my siblings, especially the most greedy, would give a piece of true power to a mortal from another dimension without some form of compensation. That’s why I’m certain—you’re either a descendant of that great mortal or very closely related to him.”

As much as Khan hated to admit it, Esperus’s conjecture was accurate.

It was eerily precise, as if he had been watching Khan’s journey all along. Despite having fallen to resurrection in a mortal’s body, Esperus was still the Scion of the Arch Demon. This made Khan acutely aware of the overwhelming nature of transcendent beings.

“I never imagined meeting someone related to him in this Blood Domain, nor that my progeny would form such a deep connection with you. But perhaps that’s one of life’s ironies.”

“Do you want to kill me?”


“Of course not. That’s far from my intentions.”

Esperus, seemingly sincere, waved his hands in denial of Khan’s accusations.

“I understand the misunderstanding. Since you saw the past with my fragment, you probably think I hold a grudge against you due to your association with him.”

It was a natural conclusion.

Demons were inherently cunning and cruel, with an arrogance befitting transcendent beings. For Esperus, one of the most powerful demons, to have been bested by a mere mortal, having his body and soul shattered, and forced to await resurrection, was a severe humiliation.

“I bear no grudge against you, Khan, nor against him.”

For the first time, Khan found himself doubting Karyan’s perception.

“Far from it, I feel a hint of gratitude. I owe him a debt, and as a result, I owe you one as well.”

Truth.

Karyan’s eyes confirmed the sincerity in Esperus’s words. There wasn’t a flicker of deceit in his presence. Khan considered whether a being as powerful as Esperus could control his aura to this extent, but given that Esperus was currently inhabiting Yoro’s mortal body, it seemed unlikely.

“…Then what is your goal? Is your purpose to fully resurrect in your original state? Why have you taken over Yoro’s body now?”

“Hm. As I mentioned, I’m not entirely sure why I awakened. It seems you don’t trust me. Ah! How about this? If you wish, I can alleviate some of your worries.”

“What?”

“Children bearing the banners of my siblings have set foot in the Blood Domain.”

He was referring to Augrabes and Kereaktu.

“Although those children are inferior, they can still be quite burdensome. So, I propose to take care of them for you. In return, I ask for a small favor.”

At that moment, the wrinkles on the black egg-like head began to part. Revealing the hidden ‘something’ inside.

“My half bearing my power… Kill the Blood King for me?”

What was revealed was neither demon, demonkin, nor beast.

It was a human.


***

『What an unpleasant place.』

『The influence of a dead monarch lingers heavily here. Is he truly dead…?』

『If he were alive, we would have been annihilated already.』

『Heh, that’s true.』

Two distinctly alien entities set foot on the red soil of the Blood Domain. Feral beasts, sensing new prey, raised their heads. Those of a more impatient or dominant nature drooled and appeared ready to pounce at any moment.

『How fascinating.』

『Without a master, all sorts of vermin have sprung up. Just like Midland.』

『They need to be cleaned up.』

It was then that a creature with a reptilian head, sharp horns like spikes, and stubby limbs disproportionate to its massive body opened its mouth wide.

The beasts sensed the ominous aura emanating from the creature and began to back away. But in the next instant, a loud sucking sound echoed, and the beasts were suddenly consumed, disappearing as if the very space they occupied had been torn away.

『The use of authority is seamless. Indeed, this is an abandoned land. Heh… It’s almost laughable that it hasn’t been conquered yet.』

The other being, who had watched the beasts’ demise without a hint of concern, chuckled like an old man. This being’s body was composed entirely of frost-covered bones, and in its hands were frost swords forged from the eternal ice of hell itself.

Any intelligent being outside the Blood Domain who saw these two would fall to their knees and beg for mercy. They were such fearsome entities that the thought of escape wouldn’t even cross their minds.

They were Augrabes and Kereaktu, minions of Aecharis.

Feared even among their own kind, they had come to the Blood Domain to hunt down a single mortal.

Augrabes and Kereaktu had long competed for the second rank among the minions, and whenever they met, they fought like bitter enemies. It was only their mutual enmity for one mortal from Midland that had made them temporary allies.

They were not concerned about failure.

In Midland, the laws of the world had prevented them from utilizing their full power. But in this hellish realm, those laws didn’t apply. Unless Esperus, the Monarch of Blood Domain and the progeny of a great demon, resurrected to suppress them, there was no one here who could challenge them.

『Let’s go. Let’s find that vermin…』

『This time, I will extract that wretched mortal’s soul! He must experience the eternal torment of being devoured by hellish jaws!』

『Heh. Will that be enough? I shall grant him a piece of the eternal frozen land. There’s no place more suited for torturing a mortal’s soul. You know that well.』

But what they didn’t know, not even in their wildest dreams, was that the Monarch of Blood Domain, Esperus, had resurrected prematurely for some reason and had allied with their nemesis, Gordi Khan.
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 281

				
Kill the Blood King.

Considering that the Blood King dreamed of his resurrection, it was a difficult request to understand. It was akin to asking for the destruction of his own soul.

“I understand it’s a hard request to grasp. But from your perspective, Khan, it’s not an overly difficult one, is it?”

It was indeed a difficult request. Khan, who was about to dismiss it outright, rolled his tongue inside his mouth, reconsidering his words.

“What do you plan to do about Yoro?”

“What do you mean? That child has always been a part of me. There’s nothing to be done about it. We are the same being. But—the Blood King is different.”

“Different?”

“You saw it, didn’t you? The red rain falling from the sky. That is an area forbidden to that child. The laws of the world belong solely to me.”

“You mean he’s overstepping his bounds?”

“Yes. Perhaps it’s a primal struggle, an instinctive reaction. The moment he faced Yoro, he realized his predicament. The red rain was his attempt to break free from his destiny…”

“And you resurrected in Yoro’s body.”

“Exactly.”

The wrinkles on the black egg-like head creased gently. Khan waited intently for the wrinkles to part, hoping to see the human figure hidden inside, but it didn’t happen.

“And, this request isn’t solely to my benefit. To return to your original dimension, you must reclaim the place where the Blood King resides.”

“…This is a mess.”

“Think of it as a clear path to a destination that you would have had to find eventually. The process might be different, but you would have had to do it anyway.”

As much as Khan hated to admit it, it made sense.

“In return, I’m not just asking for a favor. I can offer assistance, just as I did against the demons pursuing you.”

“You’re planning to tell me about your powers?”

Khan’s question was delivered with a tone of skepticism, not expecting much. Yet Esperus’s response was beyond his expectations.


“I certainly plan to do that, but that’s not all I can offer.”

“…?”

“I’ll tell you how to counter my powers. Of course, it’s not something just anyone can do… but it seems you already have the necessary preparations. If you put in the effort, it shouldn’t be too difficult.”

Esperus’s gaze, casually discussing his own vulnerabilities, was fixed on Khan’s right chest.

***

“Hey! Yoro! Are you alright?!”

Having concluded his agreement with Esperus, Khan immediately summoned Kurtank and the Four Heavenly Kings. Tulkan, who had been anxiously waiting outside, rushed in the moment he saw Esperus disguised as Yoro.

“Yes. It seems I may have lost my mind for a moment.”

“You fool. No matter how out of it you were, spouting nonsense about being Esperus?!”

“…Sorry.”

“Sorry, my foot!”

Smack!

“Get your head straight next time! This elder can’t protect you forever!”

“Haha…”

An awkward laugh escaped Esperus’s lips as he rubbed the back of his head where Tulkan had hit him, a strange sense of confusion evident in his touch.

‘Madman.’

Khan thought to himself that Tulkan might be the first and last demonkin to ever slap a Hell Monarch on the back of the head.

Making a mental note to share this amusing fact later, Khan turned to Kurtank, who was giving him a skeptical look.

“How’s it outside?”

“The blood rain has stopped. It keeps starting and stopping, though. But…”


Kurtank glanced at Esperus, then back at Khan, her eyes questioning if Yoro was truly alright. Khan just shrugged, knowing that telling the truth might cause a shock—especially to Tulkan.

“My king! The requisition of supplies is complete!”

“Well done, Vess.”

“The preparations for the campaign are also finished. Just give the order, and we’ll march!”

Vess, who had transformed into Khan’s most loyal subordinate after having his arm ripped off, looked eager and ready for battle. His eyes shone with anticipation, clearly wanting to go to war with the Blood King immediately.

“About that…”

“Khan is planning to attack the Blood King directly. Given the situation outside, it’s the best course of action.”

“As expected of the king!”

“At last! I’ve been waiting for this! I can’t wait to see if my rock-like skin can stand up to the Blood King!”

Khan had intended to take some time and prepare for the attack, but Esperus had intercepted and announced their immediate departure. Khan shot a look at Esperus that said, “What are you doing?”

But Esperus, with his smooth, unreadable expression, continued.

“But we’ll be leaving the demonkin behind. Only those who can truly contribute to our strength will join us. We’re going in with a small, elite force.”

“Yes, striking the head requires precision! As expected, hyungnim!”

“…You mean just taking the Demon Generals I control?”

Khan couldn’t decipher Esperus’s true intentions, but he knew that the demon lord wouldn’t make such claims lightly. The challenge lay with the followers who had accompanied Khan from the first settlement. Once again, Esperus proposed a solution.

“At least until the showdown with the Blood King is settled, other settlements won’t be able to invade. The blood rain is one reason, but they simply won’t have the capacity to worry about anything else for a while.”

Khan instinctively knew that this solution was linked to the two demons pursuing him. Although he didn’t know the exact method, he suspected Esperus intended to use those demons to harass the Blood Domain’s demon legions.

Regardless, the decision was made, and it was time to act.

The declaration that the Butcher King would deal with the Blood King spread throughout Fadis. The lesser demonkin who had followed him to the central region displayed anxiety but also praised their king. Having pillaged from the outskirts to the center of the Blood Domain, they had become fervent subjects of Khan.

Many even volunteered to join the battle, willing to sacrifice their lives. However, Esperus promptly dismissed this idea.


“My authority cannot be countered by an army. In fact, it would only backfire. Their deaths would merely replenish the Blood King’s blood and demonic magic reserves. Ideally, it should just be the two of us. However, some powers can’t be countered with too few numbers.”

“Whoever it is, they sound like a damn nuisance.”

“Haha…”

Whatever means he used, securing the safety of the lesser demonkin removed any remaining obstacles for Khan. While he had no obligation to protect them, it felt wrong to abandon those who had loyally followed him.

Having resolved this last concern, Khan set out from Fadis with the Four Heavenly Kings, now self-declared, and the Demon Generals controlled by Kurtank.

Thud, thud, thud…

The crimson rain continued to pour from the sky. Though it wasn’t a torrential downpour like before, and it often stopped shortly after starting, each occurrence made Khan feel that something ominous was happening.

“The control over blood is absolute. To counter it, one must either use similar authority or learn techniques that manipulate blood. The former is impossible, so you must rely on the latter. My help will ensure you can fully master that heart.”

The Heart of Predation was originally the masterpiece of Darkin Perayas, the “Blood Vessel”, which had gradually transformed with the inclusion of Aecharis’s power fragment.

Recently, it had been used to store the blood of giants, but Esperus promised to guide Khan in mastering the heart completely.

“I wouldn’t have been able to teach this as a transcendent being.”

Divine power was an inherent part of a transcendent’s soul, and the natural gap between transcendent beings and mortals made sharing such knowledge impossible. However, as a fallen transcendent in a mortal body, Esperus could now offer assistance on a mortal level.

Shwoosh.

“Amazing… such remarkable adaptability.”

Esperus’s praise came on the fourth day of their journey towards the Blood King’s lair. That day, crimson rain fell from the sky, and Khan successfully completed Esperus’s first task: to dominate the blood under the Blood King’s influence.

A smug smile spread across Khan’s face.

‘I’m starting to get the hang of this.’

The blood rain formed eerie trajectories around him, avoiding his presence. The ultimate goal was to elevate his abilities to the level where he could move freely within Esperus’s domain of power.

To achieve this, he invested every available moment, even cutting down on sleep as he balanced travel and training. One night, a significant breakthrough occurred.

Khan reached a level where he could completely control the blood flow within his body using the Heart of Predation, extending his dominion to encompass the entire group.

He checked his system window, hoping for a skill acquisition message or perhaps an evolution of the Heart of Predation. What he found instead was astonishing. At the bottom of his stat window, a new stat had appeared—something he had never seen before.

『Blood Essence: 4151/9999』

The ‘Blood Essence’ option, tied to the Heart of Predation’s function of storing blood, had taken its place on his stat window, radiating immense significance.

The occurrence of a new stat being added to the stat window due to a character’s actions was unprecedented even for a veteran like Khan. The implication was clear.

‘My actions can alter the very game system…!’

This was proof that the seemingly impossible was now within reach. Moreover, it gave him a decisive edge in facing transcendent beings like the Blood King.

‘If I can integrate the holy power from my stigma into my stat window, just as I did with the Heart of Predation’s options…’

Then, he could truly become a being that surpasses the limits of mortality to crush the might of the transcendent. Just as Karyan had once done in his prime.
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After discovering something that would greatly benefit Khan in the future, they traveled for four days straight.

The place Esperus, inhabiting Yoro’s body, led them to was neither a grand palace nor a settlement of numerous demonkin powerhouses. It wasn’t even the headquarters of the demon legions.

“The Land of Storms…? You’re saying the Blood King is here?”

The Land of Storms.

It was an area where crimson storms raged, a place Khan had encountered on the outskirts of the Blood Domain when he first arrived. Among the demonkin, there were rumors that the storms were the result of Esperus’s wing beats, still affecting the area.

Even the mightiest demonkin powerhouses dared not act rashly in the Land of Storms. No matter how tough their bodies were, they would be torn apart by the ferocity of the storms. The idea that the Blood King resided in such a place seemed hard to believe, yet somehow, it made sense.

A transcendent being born from Esperus’s soul could certainly withstand such conditions.

“Yes. I can sense his presence here.”

“Yoro, are you sure… Well, if you say so, I guess it’s true.”

“Thank you for your trust, Kurtank.”

Yoro bowed his head in gratitude, but Kurtank’s gaze remained uneasy. She had noticed that Yoro’s demeanor had changed since the day he started claiming to be Esperus.

However, seeing that Khan continued to keep Yoro close without concern, Kurtank decided not to question it further.

“Hey, Yoro! If the Blood King is really here, does that mean we have to enter this storm too?”

“Hm… We’ll know for sure once we get closer.”

“What do you mean, ‘we’ll know’? Are you trying to lead us into a trap?”

“Haha…”

As Esperus awkwardly laughed, Tulkan looked ready to bash him at any moment. Khan, who had been watching the tense exchange, finally spoke up. While he was curious to see Tulkan pummel Esperus, the idea of braving the dangerous red storm was unsettling even to him.

“Explain as we go.”

The red storm scattered vicious winds that could be felt from afar. Fortunately, the storm didn’t move from its point of origin, but there were multiple storms, making it impossible to easily avoid them.

“It’s a result of the rift. The phenomenon was caused by the disruption during the process of returning through the already torn dimensions. You could think of it as a scab formed from forcibly scraping the dimensions. If there were more time, closing it would be possible, but dealing with the collapse of my body was overwhelming enough. The neglected rift resulted in these crimson storms.”


Esperus casually discussed the massive scale of dimensional rifts and collapses as if it were nothing.

“In fact, I utilized part of those scabs to evade my siblings’ gaze.”

As he explained, the group halted at a location quite close to the red storm. The wind was so fierce that it was difficult to keep their eyes open. Esperus, with his frail body, stumbled briefly, and Tulkan grabbed him by the scruff of his neck to steady him.

“Thank you. Now, back to the topic at hand. You all know that no demonkin has survived being caught in a red storm, right? It’s an obvious fact. Surviving the aftermath of a dimensional collapse is virtually impossible without an exceptional level of resilience. Moreover.”

Esperus paused his explanation and asked the group to move closer to the storm. They cautiously shortened the distance, stopping about a dozen steps away. By then, none of them, except the eyeless Esperus, could see properly.

“Beyond this point is connected to another place.”

“Hold on!”

Suddenly, Tulkan’s voice expressed his alarm. As Kurtank and Vess squinted to assess the situation, a strange suction force from the storm began pulling them in.

Grggrrrk.

Naturally, they tried to resist. Each of them, confident in their physical prowess, dug their feet into the ground, struggling to hold their ground, but the suction force of the red storm was too powerful to withstand.

In an instant, they were all pulled into the storm.

“Ahhh!”

“My king!”

Tulkan and Vess flailed helplessly, fear gripping them as they expected the storm’s blades to tear them apart. Despite the chaos, Tulkan instinctively pulled Esperus, who he was still holding, close to protect Yoro’s fragile body.

“Wahhh…!”

But instead of the expected horrendous impact, Tulkan only felt a mild shock, leading him to scream out of reflex rather than actual pain.

“Ahhh…?”

“What are you doing?”

“Hm, it’s rare for me to be protected like this.”

The horrifying disaster Tulkan anticipated did not occur. There was no cutting wind, not even a breeze.


Realizing this, Tulkan opened his eyes and saw a familiar landscape. The red sky and barren land—the scenery of the Blood Domain.

“This, this is?”

“Among transcendent beings who can claim ‘divinity’, it is possible to create realms imbued with their power. This place is no different.”

With a bewildered expression, Tulkan released Esperus, who was calmly explaining the situation from within his embrace. Esperus talked nonchalantly about forming a domain on the fragments of dimensions and attempting to separate his soul from his body for resurrection.

“…Esperus.”

“You’re perceptive. Yes, I am Esperus.” he said, smiling kindly at Kurtank as he took a step forward.

“But a problem arose. The child I created with a soul imbued with authority became self-aware. He realized he was a ‘fake’, born as a disposable tool for my resurrection.”

Esperus lacked facial features, but Khan could somehow sense that he was smiling broadly. Indeed, his aura was radiating with joy. He seemed genuinely pleased by the unexpected turn of events.

“Then, by a fortunate coincidence, he discovered the other half. The child grew impatient and had to hasten his plan, which he had been preparing in secret.”

Red blood rained from the skies over the entire Blood Domain. The Blood Domain was entirely within Esperus’s realm of influence. Even another Hell Monarch could not interfere and cause such phenomena within the Blood Domain. But the Blood King was an exception.

“The child intended to be reborn. It’s quite an admirable idea, isn’t it? He aimed not just to deny his origin but to devour it.”

The Blood King’s plan, as revealed by Esperus, was nothing short of shocking. He sought to deny his identity as the “other half” of the Blood King and become a completely new being.

“If he had succeeded, a new Hell Monarch might have been born.”

“…So, you resurrected in Yoro’s body and came here to stop him?”

“Ah, Kurtank, that’s incorrect. My early resurrection was not by anyone’s intention. The other half discarded his identity and transformed, and that naturally awakened me.”

“Does that mean the Blood King has become a new Hell Monarch?”

“Haha… Didn’t I say? If he had succeeded, that would have been the case. But he failed. Miserably.”

“What?”

Esperus didn’t immediately answer Kurtank’s puzzled expression. Instead, he approached Khan, who had been silent since they entered the storm.

“What do you think? Is the fragment of my brother within you reacting to the birth of a new Hell Monarch?”


“…No.”

The Heart of Predation was utterly silent. Instead, the two stigmas on Khan’s heart and forearm were reacting violently. Khan gave Esperus a cold look, and Esperus smiled, confirming Khan’s suspicion.

“The Blood King, your other half, is already—”

“Dead. To be precise, his consciousness was completely shattered and consumed by the authority. What’s left is a corrupted soul in a half-formed state. A massive lump of power without any self-awareness.”

What is your true goal? The question died on Khan’s lips as he noticed a small dot in the distance moving towards them.

An incomprehensible wail echoed from the direction of the small dot. The ground beneath their feet began to shake.

Boom. Thud. Boom. Thud.

Given the small size of the dot, it seemed to be far away, yet its impact reached the group.

“It’s coming at just the right time.”

The meaningless wail echoed again in response to Esperus’s voice, now closer and deeper. The ground trembled even more violently. By the time the next wail was heard, the small dot had grown to the size of an orc.

The creature had a hybrid appearance, combining features of a spider and a centipede. Its long body resembled a centipede, while its back was lined with hundreds of spider legs that crushed the ground as they moved. Where its head should have been, there was a large, single eye.

“Damn…”

The large eye was hollow, filled with something else entirely—chaos.

“This is far more unexpected than I anticipated.”

Esperus’s voice, usually filled with amusement, now carried a hint of surprise. The monstrous wail of the hybrid creature, born from the shattered consciousness of the Blood King, was a hollow, meaningless sound.

“Tsk…”

Khan was overwhelmed by an unprecedented torrent of emotions. The emotions in the creature’s wail were all too similar.

“What are you so resentful about?”

The monster wasn’t wailing out of resentment; it was likely the final death throes of the Blood King, mourning his existence as nothing more than a disposable tool for someone else.

“Haha… Who would have thought it would become a void creature while trying to attain a new identity?”

“Shut up and stand back.”

Khan pushed the leisurely musing Esperus aside, gripping his axe and sword. He awakened the Heart of Predation. The blood stored in the Blood Essence rapidly depleted as vengeful whispers filled Khan’s mind.

『This is the first time using Blood Art with giant’s blood.』

His blood began to boil. Blood Art was originally a power devised by vengeful spirits to convert the endless life force of dragon kinds into strength.

Naturally, it was far too dangerous for a mortal to wield. The extreme pain it brought was a backlash for handling a forbidden power. Furthermore, using a mortal’s life force as fuel wouldn’t yield proper efficiency. But using the blood of another transcendent species?

『This will hurt.』

“Eat shit.”

Khrhh.

The Spirit of Resentment chuckled as ash-gray flames of energy erupted from Khan’s eyes, enveloping his entire body.

Thus, he burned the life force of the giant, stepping into a new realm.

『Strength: 86 -> 89』 +1
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Strength: 90.

It was truly an uncharted territory.

Unlike the mage class, where stat distribution upon level-up was almost fixed at Intelligence +2, warrior or assassin classes were different. Only characters in the late game, equipped with end-tier gear and high-grade passive skills, could see their primary stats even approach 80.

Although it was a momentary enhancement using the blood of a giant, it was still a symbolic moment. The character’s gear and skills couldn’t even compare to those of an end-tier character, but with this level of strength stat, it compensated for the other lacking areas.

‘It’s a bit… hard to control.’

He could tell without even swinging his weapon.

In his current state, even a casual swing of his arm could bring down a fortress wall and alter the landscape. It was possible to replicate the level of destruction that would normally require high-level magic just with punches and axe swings.

『It’s obviously impossible to maintain this indefinitely.』

He replied indifferently to the voice of the Spirit of Resentment. He had known that from the beginning.

The blood of the giant stored in the blood essence was substantial. Considering the amount of blood sucked from that gigantic body, it could fill a huge lake, setting aside the physical feasibility.

Nevertheless, the consumption rate was enormous.

『Blood Essence: 4128 / 9999』

The amount consumed by activating blood manipulation was significant, but the number was also decreasing in real-time as he adapted to the drastically increased stats.

Moreover, the increase in strength stat meant that stamina consumption was also extreme, and the burning pain created by the Blood Fire Technique was another factor that couldn’t be ignored.

“Tenel!”

As the distance to the Chaos-Devoured Blood King decreased, Kurtank was the first to move. It seemed she intended to protect the group by positioning the demonic generals, who were caught in the red storm, at the forefront. However, her calculation fell apart the moment the Blood King’s enormous body revealed its full size.

Thud, thud, thud…!

The long body, easily over thirty meters, was akin to a ten-story building moving. Moreover, the numerous spider legs connected to its back grew sharper towards the ends, making it nearly impossible for even the demonic generals to withstand.

“Dodge!”

Crash!


The Blood King, moving with hundreds of legs, was faster than they anticipated. They tried to quickly create distance, but one of the slower demonkin generals was pierced from the back and sent flying into the air.

It wasn’t even a conscious attack. It was the result of failing to escape the path of the Blood King, who was charging forward, pounding the ground with a thud, thud!

“Don’t try to block it alone!”

There were still more than ten demonkin generals under his command, and plenty of powerful demonkins as well. Yet, seeing a demonkin general helplessly killed just from being caught in the straight-line charge sent chills down everyone’s spine.

But the Blood King’s charge didn’t end. After passing by the group, it continued to charge forward for a while, then made a sharp turn and charged again, pounding the ground as it came.

“My, my skin should…”

“Don’t do anything reckless.”

Vess, who restrained the trembling and terrified Tulkan from stepping forward, positioned Tenel, the Shield of the Blood King, at the front as a shield.

“Using Tenel, we can withstand it.”

“What kind of crazy talk is that…”

“Use this guy as a shield to block it!”

Kurtank’s jaw dropped as she was about to urge Khan to stop Vess from spouting nonsense. She had just noticed Khan, poised as if ready to leap forward at any moment.

“Wa, wait. What are you planning to do-? Kyaa!”

He answered with action.

For some reason, the Blood King wasn’t using his powers, engaging in physical combat instead. Maybe he had forgotten how to use them after being consumed by chaos – whatever the reason, it was a golden opportunity.

Bang!

His second leap in the air sent Khan’s body flying like a cannonball. The wind spirit, who created a foothold in mid-air, staggered from the impact. But there was no time to worry about the spirit’s safety.

‘From the head.’

Like a knight’s lance charge, the most vulnerable moment is before gaining enough speed. Seizing this moment, Khan’s axe flared with fire.

Slash──!


The clear sound of a skilled lumberjack splitting a log echoed through the realm of Espereus. It was a perfect hit. Seeing the centipede’s smooth surface split as if struck by drought, Khan raised his right hand holding Draupnir and spun his body.

Slash─crunch!

Though the sword strike was unstable, using the sloped head as a foothold, it had more than enough power. Without any special technique, the sword blade of the magic sword, driven purely by strength, cut smoothly into the carapace, carving out chunks of flesh.

‘Not yet.’

For a human, it would have been a fatal wound, but unfortunately, this giant centipede’s head was almost the size of a house. Considering the unique regeneration ability of chaos-tainted monsters, it was barely a scratch.

Boom…!

He stomped his foot onto the carved flesh, driving his weight down. The squishy flesh burst, and an unpleasant sensation ran up his foot, but this was no time to complain. Khan stabilized his unsteady stance by embedding his foot into the flesh, and his hands began to trace ashen arcs.

Slash! Crunch!

It was a one-sided butchery. Every time the axe and magic sword traced their erratic curves, chunks of the creature’s head were shaved off.

Uuuuuuuu!

At that moment.

Even as its head was being hacked away, the creature, emitting its distinctive wail, did not cease its charge. Somehow, it recognized the threat posed by the being atop its head even without a consciousness, and several of its legs stabbed relentlessly towards its own head.

Puh-buh-buh-buk!

The legs, sharp as spikes, pierced through its own flesh to target Khan. They came at him from above, from the sides, and even one leg, thrust upwards, emerged from under his feet.

He pulled his foot out from the embedded flesh and dodged desperately.

But the legs, disregarding the physical limitations of its body, bent at grotesque angles and attacked again, piercing the empty air where Khan had just been.

Even though he could create footholds and move, it was impossible to fend off all the spikes coming at him from every direction. Each spike carried enough force that even Khan couldn’t simply ignore.

Bang─!

He succeeded in fending off six or so legs. However, he was struck by a leg that attacked from behind and was slammed downward.

“Damn it…!”


What was that? Khan, who managed to twist the axe blade to minimize the impact, got up. The blow was significant, but not enough to affect his ability to continue fighting.

More problematic was the strange sensation that had overwhelmed him just before.

Even though he had detected the attack from behind in time and moved to parry it, his reaction had inexplicably slowed down as if he had hit a sudden brake.

『Blood Essence: 4077』

Additionally, the gradually decreasing amount of blood essence had suddenly dropped sharply.

‘No way!’

He immediately realized the cause. He had seen this phenomenon in the battle between Espereus and Karyan from Yoro’s memories.

‘Authority…!’

The creature, which had been relying solely on its physical strength, had used its authority. Normally, as it had happened with Karyan, he should have been frozen in place and struck directly. However, the blood manipulation using the blood of the giant had somewhat resisted the authority, causing the sharp decrease in the blood essence.

“Hyungnim! The creature is coming this way…!”

There was no time to remain shocked.

The Blood King, having flung the persistent nuisance away, charged directly towards Espereus, ignoring Khan.

“Damn it.”

Cursing loudly, Khan exploded the ground beneath his feet and leaped towards the back of the giant centipede’s head.

Whether it had eyes on the back of its head, the pointed legs attached to its waist suddenly rose and blocked his way, leaving holes in the ground.

“Get lost!”

Slash─!

Before the slash of strength 90, all the legs were cut in half. Then, stepping on the foothold created by the wind spirit, Khan leaped again, desperately swinging his axe and sword.

Clang!

The spider legs that regrew from the severed ends were even harder and sharper than before. Though the renewed slash split them in two again, it ultimately hindered his advance.

Bang……!

The sound of a collision from below painted an ominous picture in Khan’s mind, but fortunately, a disoriented scream indicated survival.

“Whoa! Hold on a bit longer─!”

“Pu, put more strength into it…!”

It was Tulkan and Vess.

They were using Tenel, the Shield of the Blood King, quite literally as a shield to block the spider legs. However, it seemed they were struggling to block even one leg, and soon, dozens of legs shot up into the air.

Bang─!!

“Huh?”

A tremendous crash echoed from above, and suddenly, the force pressing down on the shield vanished as if it had been a lie. The two demonkins, who had been straining with all their might, looked up in surprise.

“Hyungnim…!”

“Back off!”

Khan, who had rushed in like a lightning strike, had just slashed down on the Blood King’s side. The giant body of the Blood King staggered from the sudden impact. Though Tulkan, filled with admiration, shouted Khan’s name, the situation did not improve.

“This thing hasn’t even shown its real power yet!”

Rooooar!

The Blood King drowned out Khan’s warning with its bellow and began regenerating its head. Purple, viscous fluid bubbled up, filling in the area where Khan had sliced off its head.

Khan wasn’t one to stand by and watch the regeneration. He activated his leap, now almost at A-rank proficiency, intending to obliterate the head completely.

Flinch.

But his body wouldn’t move. Without any warning, he was caught by the creature’s authority again.

『Blood Essence: 3991』

He resisted. He felt the blood essence depleting significantly as he took a step forward.

『Blood Essence: 3987』

It seemed the Blood King, having been consumed by chaos, had remembered how to use its authority again. As soon as Khan took a step, he was halted by the authority once more.

『Blood Essence: 3953』

With every step, the authority halted his movements. The blood essence’s contents were not infinite. Yet, without the power of blood manipulation, even taking a step was impossible.

『Blood Essence: 3928』

『Blood Essence: 3901』

.

.

.

『Blood Essence: 3802』

He struggled constantly to break free from the influence of the authority. Despite his efforts, a mortal was utterly powerless before the authority of a transcendent being.

This was the true power of a transcendent.

It was an exercise of absolute power, on a different level from the fake transcendent beings he had faced before.

『Blood Essence: 3788』

The maximum resistance he could muster was taking a single step each time he regained his freedom through the power of blood manipulation.

Rooooar─.

The transcendent, consumed by chaos, seemed dissatisfied with even that. Its meaningless wail signaled an increase in the output of its authority. It intended to achieve its purpose by crushing all resistance underfoot.

‘What is that…?’

And at that moment. Karyan’s eyes caught a flicker. It was only a fleeting instant, but a ripple that originated from the Blood King appeared over Khan’s head, as if transcending space, and then his movement halted. It meant he had been caught by the authority, evidenced by the significant drop in the blood essence.

『Blood Essence: 3704』

The amount of blood consumed was greater than before. However, unlike previous times, Khan was not the least bit disheartened.

‘Karyan’s eyes…’

It had the potential to observe phenomena caused by a transcendent’s authority.

And belatedly.

A description left by the system about Karyan’s eyes flashed through his mind.

Ultimately, it was said that it could even pierce through the will of the world itself…
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Authority was not simply a special ability that transcendent beings possess. It is entirely different from aura or spells. It’s not just about a different system or the resources used; it’s a more fundamental difference.

A transcendent’s authority is about imposing their will upon the world. Authority is closer to mixing paint on the canvas of the world, coloring it with one’s own hue. For mortals, resisting it is nearly impossible.

No, for ordinary mortals, it’s simply impossible. Even among transcendent beings, an absolute superiority is determined by the difference in their levels of power. A similar example is the dragon’s dragon word.

Dragons mold their enormous mental images into the form of language, causing phenomena. This, too, can be considered a power of the same nature as authority, overlaying one’s will upon the world.

In contrast, giants do not project their will but rather contain it within themselves.

Gods, demons, dragons, and giants—each transcendent race claims superiority in their own methods. Esperus and the Spirit of Resentment, who explained this to Khan, both claimed their race’s method was superior, but Khan’s conclusion was slightly different.

Ultimately, it’s only a difference in method. Utilizing the world’s will to bring about ‘a certain result’ is the same. It’s hard to determine which is superior.

For example:

The authority of the Goddess of Justice is highly lethal to demons and their minions.

The authority of the holy flame, wielded by apostles, has the concept of burning dark magic itself.

However, this holy flame is not fatal to the Scion of the Arch Demon or the Arch Demon himself.

This means the rank of authority matters more than its compatibility, and the superiority among transcendents is absolutely determined by ‘rank’.

Thus, mortals who do not possess any rank are utterly helpless against authority. While Khan managed to resist the authority using blood manipulation derived from the giant’s blood, it was a method practically impossible for ordinary mortals.

After all, how many mortals possess a relic imbued with demonic authority and have the soul of a dubious dragon residing in their minds?

Moreover, it was true that despite being forced into a one-sided depletion, he did not see much practical effect.

‘Esperus…’

The ‘help’ that Esperus promised seemed to require more time. Unexpectedly, the Blood King, tainted by chaos, had caused a delay….

So, should he be forced into a war of attrition until the blood essence is depleted?

That was neither his style nor his preference. In games or reality, he always preferred to use the knowledge gained from Midland Quest to seize and shake the initiative.

But now, no amount of game knowledge was helping him. An unknown enemy, a Scion of the Arch Demon tainted by chaos. Due to the loss of its ego, even Karyan’s authority didn’t work, and its authority affected him directly without any prior sign.


There was nothing to actively turn the situation to his advantage.

‘Then, the solution is simple.’

His knowledge was not omnipotent, and there had been similar situations before. Each time, Khan had used a very simple and straightforward method to shake things up.

Creating a new variable.

***

Bang!

Crack-crack-crack─!

The Blood King, having regenerated its head, that had been split in half, by the power of chaos, hadn’t drastically changed its attack style. It had only become slightly more cunning and efficient.

Just as Khan moved to strike down the charging legs, the authority struck, suddenly halting his body, and the power of blood manipulation pushed the authority back. This brief interval forced him into clashes where he couldn’t exert his full strength.

“Ugh.”

Instead of completely shattering the legs, which grew harder and sharper with each regeneration, he could only fend off the attacks with awkward movements.

‘It’s getting better at fighting!’

It seemed the Blood King had learned that using its authority at the moment of contact was more effective than simply increasing its output.

Several times, this led to dangerous situations for Khan, but he had yet to sustain any serious injuries. The problem was that the blood essence’s remaining quantity would soon drop below 3000.

‘Moreover, this thing is only targeting Esperus!’

After several clashes where he clashed against its authority, Khan was able to roughly assess the Blood King’s current state. Lacking an ego, it pursued only the goal imprinted in its instincts.

It would eliminate anything that got in its way but wouldn’t go out of its way to confirm kills unless it interfered with its objective. This alone had led to the deaths of half of Kurtank’s subordinates….

Bang! Bang! Bang!!

“Uwaaaah!”

Thanks to the efforts of Vess, Tulkan, and the shield, Tenel, Esperus had not been captured. Another fact learned was that the Blood King didn’t use its authority on targets it didn’t perceive as a threat.


Logically, it would make sense for it to stop everything with its authority and then capture Esperus. However, it behaved like a monster programmed with specific patterns, much like those in typical RPGs, repeating predetermined actions.

‘I need to force it to use its authority more actively.’

Screech──!

Khan, continuously attacking to ensure the Blood King perceived him as a threat, was thinking rapidly. He needed to see that ‘ripple’ again. Just like Karyan, he needed to be able to see the cursed will of the world!

Boom-boom-boom!!

An explosion erupted from the back of the Blood King’s head, instantly engulfing its massive head. The explosion, originating from a small point, didn’t end there. The sphere of flames coalesced again, unleashing a more powerful explosion than before.

Bang────!!

Despite the distance, the shockwave was enough to make his ears ring. Immediately following, the scattered embers settled on the Blood King’s body, triggering a series of explosions.

This was the moment when the signature spell of the Red Tower Lord, known as the pinnacle of large-scale destructive magic, was recreated through Khan’s possession of the ‘Essence of the Five-Colored Bird.’

‘Only one use left.’

The Blood King’s head, caught in the explosion, was melting into a sticky, mucus-like state. It was a near-lethal damage by any measure. Yet, the Blood King’s regeneration ability, which had withstood even the flames of the Red Tower Lord, was slowly restoring its original form.

The next move from the Blood King was predictable.

“Damn it!”

The number on the blood essence sharply decreased. The figure now lingered in the 2000s, and the will trying to invade his body was becoming too powerful to easily push back even with the power of blood manipulation.

This was a clear crisis, but also an opportunity.

‘Now…!’

Time seemed to stretch out. The melted flesh bubbled and reformed. Despite lacking supporting flesh, the hollow eyes suspended in mid-air turned towards him.

Amidst the slow-motion world, over the rushing spider legs, he saw the small ‘ripple’ forming around the Blood King’s eyes!

Time slowly resumed its normal pace. By then, the power of blood manipulation had regained freedom in his limbs, and he once again drew out the vision contained in the Essence of the Five-Colored Bird.

Boom!


The sinister legs, radiating a chilling aura, stopped just inches from him. The rainbow-colored barrier that had appeared out of nowhere blocked all the attacks completely.

『Absolute Protection of Estelle』

This was the only defensive signature among the powers contained in the Essence of the Five-Colored Bird, belonging to the Gold Tower Lord.

Despite its name, ‘Absolute Protection’, the seven-colored barrier seemed on the verge of shattering. But once was enough.

He was certain.

The potential of Karyan’s eyes could not bloom immediately due to a lack of ‘stimulus’. The Blood King could not fully wield its authority, and Khan, who had just realized the potential, lacked experience.

“Esperus-!”

In that case. He needed to provide the missing stimulus and experience.

“Stop hindering them!”

“……”

Despite being immersed in something, he seemed to understand well enough. Khan opened Aecharis’s pouch. What he took out wasn’t a secret weapon to turn the tide or a potion to temporarily boost his abilities, but rather, pieces of shattered flesh.

“Because of you…! Because of you…!”

“You’re still going on about this.”

Darkin Perayas.

A dark mage who had pledged his soul to Aecharis and was reunited in hell. Khan carelessly scattered the pieces of flesh on the ground, where they started to coalesce, attempting to regenerate but left unattended.

Bang!

Before it could fully regain its form, the Blood King crushed it underfoot, then lunged at Khan. Seeing it change direction from Esperus to Khan indicated that its perceived threat level of Khan had significantly risen.

Of course, the Essence of the Five-Colored Bird could no longer be used.

Using Giant’s Strength could indeed instill fear in the Blood King, but it would leave no backup plan. Giant’s Strength should only be unleashed when there’s a certainty of taking down the Blood King.

The right moment was clear.

When Karyan’s eyes have bloomed with their new potential.

Crash!

The Blood King, using its massive body, shattered the signature of the Gold Tower Lord and slammed into Khan. His body was flung into the air like he got hit by a truck. As the heavy impact rattled his skull, Khan’s eyes gleamed with a chilling light. The Heart of Predation began to beat heavily.

『Finally found you!! You worthless mortal scum…!』

A gigantic demon tore through the dimensional fabric, emerging in the sky of the Blood Domain.

Familiar faces.

These demons, having roamed the Blood Domain under Esperus’s influence, had entered the red storm, following the signal emitted by Darkin Perayas after Esperus ceased its interference at Khan’s request.

They were Augrabes and Kereaktu.

『I’ll kill you, and then rip you apart again! Until those treacherous lips beg for mercy──!』

Augrabes, with a dragon-like head, roared, while Kereaktu silently stirred up the chaos.

Their presence was electrifying.

They were demons contending for the second and third positions under Aecharis. Even though they had suffered when their avatars and consciousness were sealed by the Goddess of Justice due to some mortal, their rank was still exceptionally high even in hell.

In Midland, they might have been mocked. But here in hell, they could wield their true power. Even the most arrogant mortal would feel fear in this situation…

“Wow. You got here fast.”

『……?!』

But they didn’t know. The very fact that the two demons had arrived here was evidence that they had fallen into Khan’s trap.

“Seems even he’s glad to see you.”

Rooooar──!!

The meaningless wail from the Blood King’s eyes was now directed at the two newly arrived transcendents. A wicked smile spread across Khan’s face as he stood on the wind spirit’s foothold in the air.

Seeing that smile, Augrabes and Kereaktu couldn’t help but think.

He was truly like a demon.
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From the perspective of an AI that assesses threats and adjusts its response levels accordingly, the sudden appearance of two transcendent beings was an undeniable and overwhelming threat.

Moreover, these were not just any demons but some of the top subordinates of Aecharis, appearing in their true forms.

Rooooar──!!

This was why the Blood King abandoned its attack on Khan, who had activated the Tower Lords’ signature spells through the Essence of the Five-Colored Bird, and charged towards the two demons instead.

『Void’s minions in the Blood Realm. I don’t know how it happened, but you are in my way.』

The embers left by the Red Tower Lord’s signature spell continued to corrode the Blood King’s exterior. However, possibly amplified by the influence of chaos, its immense regeneration ability caused its flesh to swell, making the Blood King even larger than before.

Currently, the Blood King was a massive, building-sized centipede with a single, chaotic eye and bubbling, molten flesh. Before this menacing Blood King, Kereaktu flicked his skeletal fingers as if swatting away a bug.

Ssss. Crunch!

The frost blade in Kereaktu’s hand floated in the air, then suddenly pierced the Blood King’s face.

Starting from the point of impact, the Blood King’s body began to freeze. The frost blade, imbued with the harsh cold of the Frozen Hell, aimed to encase the Blood King alive.

『Your turn will come later. Wait there quietly.』

Considering the battle already won, Kereaktu lost interest in the Blood King and turned his gaze toward Khan, who stood in the air supported by the power of the wind spirit. The seething hatred, anger, and ecstasy emanating from him were palpable, even without Karyan’s eyes.

『Whatever tricks you have planned, know that in this hell, all schemes are futile─!』

Whoosh!

Augrabes opened his mouth wide, releasing a mixture of dark mist and hellfire. A large crimson sword, with veins pulsing across its blade, emerged.

Gripping the sword, Augrabes seemed eager for revenge, recalling the previous defeat at Khan’s hands in Midland. He opted for close combat rather than using his authority.

Thud!

Despite his newborn-like short limbs relative to his massive body, Augrabes moved with blinding speed, arriving in front of Khan in an instant without any visible steps. The hellfire-clad greatsword ripped through the space.

No, it was more like the space was being devoured along the sword’s trajectory.

『Let’s see you try your fancy swordplay again─!』


It was a strike that devoured space. Even if the sword master Leniyar were here, cutting through that would be impossible. Khan himself could only trust in Draupnir, which possessed the indestructible attribute, to barely manage a counter.

Clang─!!

The magic sword imbued with dragon-slaying power clashed with the hellfire-imbued greatsword. The impact distorted the space around the point of collision, shattering Khan’s image into fragments as if reflected in broken glass.

A loud crash and a cloud of dust arose far away.

『That’s right. If it ends easily, the sweetness of revenge diminishes!』

Laughing maniacally, Augrabes thrust his sword into the distorted space. Khan’s fragmented image shattered with a pop, and the magic sword pierced through the space. The blade reappeared above the area where the dust storm had risen.

Using the distorted space as an entry point, Augrabes had sent his sword flying towards the distant Khan.

‘Damn it!’

Cursing internally at the chaotic onslaught from Augrabes, Khan leaped to avoid the descending trajectory of the greatsword and hastily raised his axe.

Boom──!!!

The sudden impact drove Khan’s body into the ground once again. He barely managed to avoid a direct hit by putting up Unyielding, but it felt like his entire skeleton was about to shatter. What the hell…?!

『Pathetic. Pathetic! Did you think to face me, Augrabes, with mere mortal combat? Such arrogance──!』

Khan’s pupils dilated. The invisible shock that had struck him revealed itself.

Whoosh! Whoosh!

Augrabes’s crimson greatsword appeared in empty space, then vanished, only to reappear behind Khan. It was like watching a video with missing frames.

‘Spatial Devour!’

It was an authority he had encountered before. Augrabes could consume the surrounding space, allowing for limitless spatial movement.

But this was Esperus’s domain, where Spatial Devour couldn’t be fully utilized. Despite this, Augrabes freely inserted and removed his weapon from the subspace.

‘So, this is his authority in full form!’

Unlike his avatar, Augrabes seemed unrestricted by the need to consume the surrounding space.


Boom!

The power in the self-flying magic sword was nearly indistinguishable from Augrabes wielding it himself. The grip of Khan’s hand burst from receiving the blow.

There was no time to recover. Another demon had activated his authority.

『I shall show you the true meaning of the Frozen Hell’s chill.』

Kereaktu raised his desiccated arm towards the sky. Like a shaman offering a sacrifice to the heavens.

Crack. Crack-crack!

What emerged from the ground of the Blood Domain were liches, dressed in tattered rags, their skeletal forms ablaze with blue ghost fire. Dozens of liches, all chanting in an incomprehensible language, reached their bony hands towards the sky.

Rumble. Rumble…!

The blood-red sky of the Blood Domain was punctured. Emerging from this tear was a crucifix, bound with skeletal remains.

‘It’s the ripple of authority…!’

The skeletal remains, fragile and on the verge of disintegration, exuded an overwhelming presence. The same ripple Khan had felt when the Blood King raised its authority now emerged on a massive scale.

Whatever this was, it promised dire consequences.

『Dragon Fang Cannon』

Acting faster than thought, his instincts screaming a warning, Khan threw Unyielding. With his strength stat at 90, the Dragon Fang Cannon now made his previous attempts look like a hatchling’s cry. The recoil nearly tore his wrist apart, but the ensuing spectacle was even more shocking.

『Your learning capacity is lacking.』

Unyielding, shot like a flash of light, came to a halt right before the skeletal remains, as if caught by an invisible hand.

‘No, that’s not…!’

『The chill of the Frozen Hell freezes even time itself. Hahaha.』

It wasn’t an invisible force stopping Unyielding. The sword was still moving toward the skeleton, but at an agonizingly slow pace, as if time itself had slowed.

『Did you think we came here without any preparations? Schemes are the domain of demons. Mortal.』


Kereaktu slowly lowered his arm from its raised position towards the sky, as if declaring the ritual complete. A portion of the Frozen Hell’s power was superimposed upon Esperus’s domain, centered around the crucifix-bound skeleton.

『From now on, this place is the Frozen Hell.』

『Hahaha! Tear apart your soft flesh and retrieve your lost pieces. My lord will be pleased!』

The tide had completely turned.

No, there had never been any hope of victory. Facing two fully prepared transcendent beings without any preparation and expecting to win was impossible, no matter how skilled or experienced the barbarian was.

Khan had known this from the start.

“I never intended to win from the beginning.”

Khan’s eyes had never been fixed on the path to victory. He watched the full display of power from Augrabes and Kereaktu, their authority wielded in the desire for revenge.

To perceive the will of the world as Karyan did required more stimulus, more experience, more revelation.

‘Then, I just need to experience it firsthand!’

From the moment he saw the skull Kereaktu had summoned, a new sense had begun to stir, little by little. It felt as if a new sensory organ was growing, an intense sense of dissonance surrounding his eyes.

But it wasn’t enough.

The tingling sensation screamed at Khan that he needed an even higher level of authority. A will strong enough to alter the very fabric of the world!

“Khan! It’s done!”

Esperus, who had been silently concentrating, suddenly shouted, as if tearing his throat. In truth, it was a powerful psychic wave, but the laughter mixed within it was unmistakable. Following his cue, a smile spread across Khan’s face as well.

『Whatever foolishness you’re planning, it’s over─!』

The liches summoned by Kereaktu began forming different hand seals.

Crack.

The skeletal figure bound to the crucifix opened its mouth. From within, a fog emerged, spreading outward. Each time the fog, condensed with the authority of the Frozen Hell’s stasis, spread, everything in its path—air, dark magic, all existence—froze.

Augrabes didn’t wait for the Frozen Hell’s power to spread. He recalled his self-flying greatsword to his grasp and activated his authority, intending to tear the space itself to prevent Khan from escaping.

At that moment.

A deep, resonant wail echoed from behind Augrabes.

『……!』

Kereaktu had frozen everything in place, whether void creatures or anything else, ensuring they couldn’t move. Yet, despite bringing a part of the Frozen Hell, something was moving?

The transcendent’s heightened senses immediately expanded to detect the anomaly. Just as a startled reaction was about to escape Augrabes’s lips…

Rooooar!!

The Blood King shattered the ice imprisoning it and let out a scream.

This was no longer a meaningless roar. It was a cry of agony. The Blood King was experiencing the torment of having a part of its very soul, its core essence, torn out.

Splash!

Blood erupted from the Blood King’s body, shooting up into the sky. This wasn’t ordinary blood.

Even though it had become a monster of chaos, its core still contained the authority of Esperus’s soul. Now, part of that soul, imbued with authority, was being forcibly extracted by none other than Esperus himself.

『This energy…?!』

The two demons, recognizing whose energy was in the blood and who was orchestrating this event, cast their shocked gazes toward the sky of the Blood Domain.

In the eyes of Khan, who was looking up at the blood-red sky and the river of blood, a brilliant light burst forth. It was a multicolored light, visible only to those capable of observing the will of the world.

This light—filled with the world’s will—illuminated Khan’s eyes. The canvas of existence, where the will of all things harmonized, appeared as a pure white canvas.

‘Blood King.’

Amidst this, a corrupted and murky entity was screaming.

‘Augrabes, Kereaktu.’

Two demons spread thick black paint over the canvas, staining the surrounding colors. This was evidence of their authority in action. Instinctively, Khan’s gaze lowered.

He observed his own form, which was a mix of chaotic void colors and deep ashen hues. Firmly grasping Draupnir, he prepared himself. Now, he could do it. He brought a portion of the ashen hue to his feet and pushed off gently.

In an instant. Khan found himself directly in front of a stunned Augrabes, who held the greatsword. He guided most of the ash from his heart into his right hand.

With this, he held the will of one person in his grasp. And then he struck. Following the sword’s trajectory, the ash Khan harbored stained the canvas of the world.

Just like Karyan had done in ancient battles against Esperus…!

Slaaaaaash─!!
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It was an unreal sight.

The ash-gray figure advancing, breaking through the black mass, was incredibly feeble. Born as a transcendent being from the very beginning, facing the demon that had preyed on countless human souls over countless ages. Khan’s ash-gray form seemed precarious, as if it could be devoured at any moment.

But it pushed back.

The feeble will of mere mortals, so feeble, was pushing aside the will of the Transcendent Being that enveloped the will of the world.

It was as surreal as a small human toppling a giant.

[Roooar─!]

Moreover, it was mystical, like admiring a painting.

One of Aukolabes’s arms detached smoothly from his torso and flew through the air. The severed section spurted thick, dark blood like a fountain, and the realization followed belatedly. It was a substantial blow to the essence of the Transcendent Being, rather than a mere token strike.

“What! What is this…!”

It was Aukolabes who was denying reality.

The physical form of a Transcendent Being was not merely a lump made of flesh and blood. To inflict harm on a physical form protected by powers, one must be a Transcendent Being with powers as well. It was because the world itself was protecting the Transcendent Being.

But to not even leave a scratch, and to have his arm severed?

“Did you receive strength from the blind girl at the temple──!!”

Aukolabes reached a conclusion. That wretched being must have received favor from the blind girl at the temple – the pawn of justice had played a trick! The anger of the Transcendent Being began to engulf the world. The black mass seemed to swell as if fueled by emotions.

Before it, the feeble mortal with faint ash-gray light in his eyes twinkled.

Aukolabes had long created a hole in a certain space with his powers. Moving the devil through that hole and properly parrying it with the cunning of a mortal was unreasonable. But now, it was possible. If at this moment – when the sticky black light clung to the very fabric of space -!

Crack──.

As the crack in space opened and the devil’s black face slammed down like a log, piercing the ground, a piercing scream followed. It was the scream unleashed by the devil, which had so far toyed with Khan as if playing a game. An astonished cry of “What–!” brushed Aukolabes’ ear.

“It works…!”At the time when a new greatsword was being forged in the hands of the man, the sound of Khan’s leap, as if transcending space, resonated sharply—producing a frictional noise. The man who had lost one arm due to carelessness spread dark magic around him like a shield.


Crash!

[Inooooh─!!]

Khan’s swift cut, which literally tore apart the dark magic shield, sliced through the air. Augulabesh, who had squeezed his massive body through the opening Khan had created and narrowly avoided the attack, roared with rage as he was hit. The remnants of the man’s other arm, which had been mangled as if recoiled by some force, hung limply.

“Espherus!”

“As I draw out the power of his territory…!”

Forced to extract his abilities from the creature of chaos using the body of a mortal, even if he was the enemy of the archdemon in a past life, it seemed like a taxing task for Khan. Espherus, who warned him of the time limit while drawing out his territory power, seemed to have no room for relaxation. Fortunately or unfortunately, Khan also had no intention of prolonging the fight.

While his territory power suppressed Khan’s abilities, he had to finish him off.

“Even demons jump when they get scared, just like this guy!”

Unlike other transcendents, Khan possessed two colors. Violet and gray—however, he could only freely draw out the latter. Even that capacity was not that spacious. Just taking the first step, he must be considered quite inexperienced, but—!

Swish!

Twisting the space on both sides, Khan crushed Draupnir trying to press his body down. Then, as if chewing on thick flesh, he opened and closed his mouth widely. It was a spatial predation.

Turning the concept of space into a living organism, he thrust it into his mouth. The previous distortion seemed like a mere joke, causing a collapse of space on a scale of a sports field. Disregarding the shackles of the territory, the aftermath of forcefully expanding his abilities, Augulabesh, who was dripping dark magic like blood, was visible.

Literally, this was the man’s outburst.

[Kerakatoo!]

An outburst to buy time until my colleague arrives at this spot!

A deep smile spread across Khan’s lips.

Oooh.

[Th-this terrible thing…!]

Even though Haelwang was already in an unstable state, losing a part of his reckoning power caused him to go completely berserk. If the man had any intelligence left, he would have surely aimed at the mastermind, Espherus, like a madman…”Your friend doesn’t seem to have much leeway either–!”

The guy’s behavior pattern ultimately matched responses at an equal level to the threat level, and Kerekathu, who summoned a part of Frost Territories, was too preoccupied handling the frenzied flailing of the Blood King’s body alone to have any room to spare.

This could be the first and last opportunity to eliminate Aughulabes!

Kugu-gugu-gung!

Just before completely closing its maw, Khan drew ash with his left arm. He dispersed more than half of the available ash and then poured out with all his might…!

Tukwak…….

Jjeejeejeejeok!

Pakang-

A line drawn straight along the trajectory of the extended fist touched the edge of the spatial predator. And it broke. A straight path towards Aughulabes was created. Spreading the remaining ash almost in half over his body, Khan slammed into the ground.

Kwagwang!

At that moment, a system message brushed a corner of his vision. It was a message stating that Leap Mastery was fully achieved.

He ignored it.

He simply shot his body like a cannonball along the path left by the line of ash.

[Vurogiyaaa!!]

That was the moment.

The black light that oozed out from Aughulabes corporal form began to reverse the effect of Esperlus’ realm. Whether the power of the realm suppressed him or not, the anger and humiliation of feeling threatened by a mortal being drove him.

The black light projected forward didn’t stop at just collapsing space. The space itself was torn apart. A phenomenon befitting his ability – akin to the void. Literally, emptiness blocked Khan’s path.

He had a premonition.

The moment his foot stepped into that void, his physical body would not even leave a trace and would become part of the void, disintegrating. That dimension of void was the absolute spear and shield possessed by Aughulabes.

However, despite all this, Khan’s mind remained calm. Acquiring Karan’s eyes naturally led to a missed opportunity for the combat foresight skill that had remained silent. Because he was convinced. The basis? The power of the domain was pressing down on Avoglavess like shackles or perhaps he was intoxicated by the newly acquired power… Neither was true.

“The essence of authority is erosion.”

To overlay the will of the world that fills the entire world with one’s own will is authority. Therefore, the only way to oppose authority is with equal authority, and superiority is determined solely by the level of authority. However.

Khan’s black color is different.

“Expansion.”

Unlike the authority that erodes a part of the world, Khan’s black color does not devour anything. The black color is essentially my own will, and the black color expressed outward is nothing but an extension of myself.

As the essence of the black color is to magnify the presence of Khan in the world, it is expansion.

“So, that Karan guy can only count on his dirty tricks….”

Even if the transcendent authority erodes the will of the world, Khan’s black color pushes the will of the world itself away. Like removing a wedged stone that has rolled in. That’s why he holds absolute superiority over authority.

He gently reached out his hand towards the emptiness blocking his path.

In the end, even the emptiness in front of him is a creation of Avoglavess’s authority. Even though the emptiness, which cannot even be properly recognized with the naked eye, appeared as a dark black hole in Karan’s eyes.

Khan’s fingertips touch that black hole.

Avoglavess’s will, which had eroded the will of the world, fiercely resisted, baring its fangs. It cannot be pushed away like this – I am an existence that cannot be overtaken by mere mortals – the desperate wail of Avoglavess flowed through the black light that touched his hand.

Thwok.

As if complying with Khan’s gentle touch, Avoglavess’s will retreats. Following him, the void fixed in a state of being preyed upon by the bastard is pushed away.

The space that was thus created was naturally filled, and the next moment Khan’s sight was filled with the distorted face of a demon.

Within the whirlpool of emotions that are hard to describe in words, the most intense feeling was still anger. It meant that the anger towards dying at the hands of mere mortals was greater than the fear of sensing his own death. The devil, the transcendent being, was so arrogant.

“Go to hell.”

Of course, he had various excuses to offer.

Whether it was the chains of Esperus, the fatal surprise attack taken advantage of his guard being down, or not being able to properly handle a power of an unprecedented kind. So what? Who cares.

“You lost.”

At Khan’s grim declaration, the man’s face contorted even more horrifically.

“Don’t mock meeee! Mortaaaaal──!”

Forcing his way past the shackles of the domain, the exorbitant price paid for forcing out his abilities was feeding on the man’s body and soul. Despite that, the transcendental power relentlessly sought to corrode the world as if it had no bottom. Each time, the shackles clamping down on the man’s body and soul only pressed harder.

Augeverbes knew the truth.

Continuing to excessively demonstrate his powers would be no different than destroying the foundation he had built with his own hands. Yet, even so, he did not stop.

“I am Augeverbes──! The delegate appointed by the Lord of Hell, a fiend who has swallowed the flames of hell, destined to replace you with my fangs──!! Barely, just barely against the likes of you!!”

The space fluctuated unstably. Cracks opened up, and hellfire spewed forth from the strained body. At that moment, Augeverbes resembled both a devourer of space and an avatar of hellfire. It seemed like he was not the one enveloped in darkness, but darkness was enveloping him. He appeared entirely consumed by the power.

Existences solely relying on power to annihilate those of lower stature.

“And that’s why you lost.”

Rather, the hellfire greatsword and the sword strike tearing through space that he proudly exhibited seemed more menacing.

As Khan muttered under his breath, the remnants of the ashen color gathered around his clenched fist. There were still enemies left to deal with—no matter if something within his mind was shouting or whispering, he poured out every bit of remaining strength.

When the ashen color lingering in his grip flowed into Draupnir, the sensation of the sword vanished, and his arm seemed to elongate as if the sword had become an extension of his hand. It reminded Khan of something a furious martial arts master once said. His thoughts suddenly drifted to that memory, and with a chuckle, his fingertips smoothly pierced through the barrier of hellfire and space—

Swish.

The ashen sword pierced through the core of the power.

*

*

*

[Level Up!]

[Level: 39.99%]
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‘39 – 99%? Seriously?’

It was infuriating. Despite being in the midst of battle, Khan found himself stuck at 39.99% experience, just shy of hitting level 40. How could it be that after completely annihilating a transcendent, the experience points were so stingy?

And now that he thought about it, his Leap skill hadn’t leveled up either…

『Get lost─! You wretched husk, how dare you!』

Despite having a portion of its authority extracted by Esperus, the Blood King was fiercely pushing Kereaktu back. The battle between the gigantic centipede with a balloon-like swollen head and the enormous skeleton commanding dozens of liches was like a colossal monster showdown.

This wasn’t the time to be lamenting about experience points. Khan steadied his mind, reminding himself that the battle wasn’t over yet.

The amount of ash-gray power he could use was nearly depleted. If he squeezed out every last bit, he might be able to escape. Even then, it wouldn’t last long, but it wasn’t as if he couldn’t fight at all.

‘Chaos…’

He hadn’t even glanced at the chaos energy, leaving it untouched in its initial state. Trying to use it now felt off. There wasn’t a solid reason for this hesitation, but…

‘Maybe it’s because I’ve just witnessed a monster tainted by the void rampaging right in front of me.’

“H-hyungnim….”

From a distance, Tulkan, who had been carrying Esperus around, approached cautiously. Normally, he would never drop his bravado, but now he looked completely terrified.

“Did you… kill the demon? That demon…!”

“Heh, as expected of our king.”

Tulkan and Vess, who had been clinging to the Shield of the Blood King—Tenel—like it was their lifeline, were both missing an arm, indicating they had been using their bodies as makeshift shields.

Khan’s eyes now turned to Kurtank. Despite the fear in her eyes, there was a clear determination as she looked back at him.

“You’re already at your limits, aren’t it?”

“Well…”

She wasn’t wrong. Khan noticed Kurtank’s gaze flicker to her trembling fingers. He felt a sense of awkwardness but knew he couldn’t just give up here.

“Run away. You don’t have to solve everything—the demon, the Blood King… It’s not all on you.”


“What are you talking about?”

“Rather than jumping into a fight you clearly can’t win…!”

“Why do you think we can’t win?”

Kurtank was speechless at Khan’s confident demeanor. He was visibly exhausted after defeating a demon, yet he was determined to claim victory amidst these monsters? Had he lost his mind?

Kurtank wished she could just control him with her powers and drag him out of there. She had followed, hoping to help, but all she and the others had managed to do was ensure Esperus stayed alive by running away.

This battlefield was never one they could interfere with. Knowing this, she couldn’t stop Khan from fighting again. This was his battle.

“Then… at least use us as meat shields. Or throw us like axes.”

Giving up on convincing Khan, Kurtank offered the remaining demon generals and powerful demons. Half of those who had come to protect Esperus were now gone, reduced to mere shadows of their former numbers.

“No, keep them safe. You’ll live comfortably if you have them around later.”

“You…?”

“I’m just going to fetch my axe.”

Axe? Didn’t the demon take that?

Kurtank cast a puzzled look at Khan. In response, he gave a playful grin and walked slowly into the fray of the monster battle.

『Die…! I said die!』

Rooooar…!

The battle itself had Kereaktu overwhelming the Blood King. The lich, using a variety of magical attacks, was pummeling the mindless creature. However, the tenacity of the Blood King, regenerating even after being frozen and shattered, had worn Kereaktu down.

“Give me back my axe, you bastard─!”

A new variable entered the balance. Khan’s slash, powered by the last remnants of his ash-gray energy, cleaved the crucified skeleton in half.

『What…?! How could you…!』

This was his final effort. He had exhausted all his ash-gray energy and could no longer resist authority. But with this, everything was in place. He was ready to bluff against the demon.


“Your friend is already gone. While you were fooling around with that monster.”

Khan smirked at Kereaktu’s shocked expression. The lich finally realized that Augrabes’s presence had vanished completely. For a transcendent, whose concept of death was tenuous, true death had arrived.

Crack.

Khan kicked the remaining crucifix frame, and it shattered easily. Destroying the skull, the conduit for authority, had made this inevitable. Kereaktu’s strength would undoubtedly diminish now. Yet, in this place, Kereaktu was still the dominant force.

‘Demons are such…’

Was it really that Kereaktu couldn’t help Augrabes? Khan scoffed internally. Of course not. He simply didn’t want to. He had no loyalty to carve off parts of himself to help. Their alliance, forged under the name of “revenge.” was temporary at best.

They were long-time rivals. Kereaktu must have conserved his strength, anticipating a backstab after they finished dealing with Khan. The result was Augrabes’s demise.

‘Even he didn’t expect Augrabes to be defeated by a mere mortal.’

Therefore, this bluff was bound to work.

“So now it’s your turn, bones.”

Khan’s smile deepened as Kereaktu chose silence. His mind must be racing. How could a mere mortal destroy a transcendent?

What about Esperus, who made the Blood King such a wreck?

Does Khan still have the strength to fight?

What’s the chance of victory?

And if he fought, what would he gain?

Utilizing authority while the domain’s restraints was active would take a long time to recover from…

These dilemmas were clear even without peering into his mind. Yes, from Kereaktu’s perspective, this was a losing battle. The odds were uncertain, and a single mistake could lead to his annihilation, just like Augrabes—a perilous gamble.

『Damn you, mortal…』

And the weakest in a gamble is the one with the most to lose.

Rip!


A sound like tearing layered paper came from the seemingly intact space, and Kereaktu’s body began to be drawn into it. He had prepared a means to return to his stronghold, just in case. Augrabes, the simple-minded fool, had died in combat without such precautions.

『Never leave the Blood Domain. If you do, you will taste true hell…』

Thunk.

“Eat shit.”

Khan flipped Kereaktu off as the demon left with a cliché villain’s warning. As soon as Kereaktu’s form completely disappeared, Khan felt his strength nearly leave him.

‘I’d love to just collapse right here…’

Struggling to bend his oddly trembling legs, he picked up Unyielding from the ground. Despite having killed one demon and deceived another, the horrifying truth was that the fight wasn’t over yet.

“Of course, it was impossible.”

At that moment, a presence began to dominate the area, one that made even Augrabes, Kereaktu, and the Blood King seem insignificant. Khan’s head snapped up instinctively. Esperus…!

『It’s true—having someone like that reduced to a mere mortal is unlikely.』

“Hey, Yoro…?”

『Haha. Tulkan, you knew my identity all along. No need to pretend anymore.』

“I-I have no idea what you’re talking about…!”

『I don’t plan on exacting revenge. Although, that hit to the back of my head did sting quite a bit….』

Tulkan fell on his rear in shock, and Esperus, finding it amusing, started walking towards the Blood King, spreading his transcendent voice that resonated with divine authority.

『Seeing my fragment reduced to such a pitiful state due to my own greed does not sit well with me. Is this what guilt feels like?』

“… I doubt it. It’s not an emotion I’d expect a transcendent to feel.”

『Haha! You think so too, Khan? Perhaps spending so long trapped in Yoro’s body has made me adopt some of his dull nature.』

Within the mortal body of Yoro, something immense was expanding. Khan, observing through Karyan’s Eyes, felt a shiver run down his spine. What the hell…?

Esperus harbored a small, fist-sized black orb. The energy within this orb was far more intense than the black energy Augrabes and Kereaktu possessed. Even more shocking was that this energy continued to grow in intensity.

It appeared Esperus had recovered part of his authority extracted from the Blood King. The thought that this was possible with only a fraction of his true power was chilling. If the Blood King could have used its full authority from the start, it would have been a massacre.

“…If you had this kind of power from the beginning, why did you bother with this charade?”

『Well… it’s a bit complicated to explain. There were reasons. I had no intention of regaining my full power. At least, not for the foreseeable future—or ever, really.』

“You didn’t want to regain your power? What kind of nonsense—”

『Hold on, let’s change the setting for this conversation.』

Esperus clapped his hands playfully. The surrounding scenery lost its color and form, dissolving away. The Blood King and the other companions were swept away by the collapsing landscape.

Splash.

The solid ground had transformed into a red lake. The sky vanished, replaced by a dome-like shell encasing them. In the center stood a man, staring at Khan.

“…That face!”

The man’s identity was undoubtedly Esperus. The human face hidden within the black egg encasing Yoro’s head had been revealed.

But that face was incredibly familiar. So familiar that the shocking fact that an arrogant entity like a Scion of the Arch Demon was masquerading as a human was almost forgotten.

“Karyan?!”

It was unmistakable. Except for the dark hair tinged with red and the blood-red eyes, he was the spitting image of Karyan. Unlike Karyan’s perpetually roguish expression, this man wore a gentle smile, making him look even more handsome.

『Yes, you are correct. Quite a likeness, don’t you think? Of course, it was inevitable. This body was created based on his blood.』

Khan barely had time to recover from the shock of seeing Karyan’s face emerge from the black egg before Esperus continued with another bombshell revelation.

『I wanted to become human. Not a mere tool shackled by the vague and unknown “laws of the world” but a true human with genuine freedom.』

TL’s Corner:

Damn, Esperus.
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『This world is twisted.』

Esperus’s words, spoken with a face that resembled Karyan’s, jolted Khan awake. As Esperus looked up at the dome-like shell that enclosed the sky, his gaze was complicated and nuanced.

“Are you talking about hell? Or…?”

『Midland. I’m talking about the dimension you came from. To be precise, I mean Midland and its sub-dimensions… including the heavens and hell. Don’t you find it strange? That realms like hell and heaven, where beings like me, who can twist the laws of nature with our will, reside as mere appendages to Midland?』

“Midland was once ruled by dragons and giants.”

『Hmm. Dragons and giants… One side faced near extinction and had to form a humiliating alliance with humans, and the other was completely wiped out. In my personal view, they were not true divinities. If we must categorize them, they were life forms with an excessively large capacity.』

Don’t you agree?

His tone was not mocking but rather a simple statement of fact.

When Khan shrugged in response, Esperus elaborated with a faint smile.

『Fundamentally, Midland is a dimension where transcendent beings cannot reside. Beings like me, my siblings, and the divine beings are confined to residual dimensions. Only when sufficient sacrifices and proper reasons are in place can we operate in Midland, and only then are we considered transcendents. Yet, dragons and giants were excessively free, despite their restrictions.』

Khan’s mind immediately recalled Natrix.

The young dragon who had invoked an ancient pact and greatly aided him. In the game, the imperial guardian dragon used the power of the pact to bend the restrictions placed on transcendents and was instrumental in the Great Demonic Realm’s conquest. Khan had convinced her to fight at full strength based on this.

‘Was that not true?’

“What about the apostles of the gods? Do those who wield divine authority, like your demons or divine gods, fall into the category of ‘fake’?”

『Hmm… To some extent, yes. Of course, they face many restrictions when wielding true authority. But think about it. Do those apostles you know seem as restricted as demons and gods?』

No—Khan shook his head.

Despite being bound by an ancient pact mediated by the emperor and the highest divine gods—a setting he had dismissed as merely a plot device to curb power inflation in the game—transcendents who left the Great Demonic Realm after the emperor’s death wielded their power without hesitation.

Apostles of the gods, capable of annihilating entire nations with the divine authority granted to them, were not so restrained.

“So… the criteria for distinguishing real from fake. The world’s laws, which you mentioned as the center of this distortion, must be the key.”

Esperus’s smile deepened.


『It is both the beginning and the end of this entire story.』

***

Esperus regarded Khan with a gaze reminiscent of a teacher observing a quick student, causing Khan to furrow his brow. This being had existed for thousands of years, possibly longer, and there was much to learn from him.

“So, what exactly is this law? Is it the will of some higher being? Or do all these dimensions possess intelligence that imposes constraints on transcendents?”

『It’s exactly as it sounds. The law is the law.

‘It’ doesn’t have a concept of self, and even the term ‘will’ is not entirely accurate. It simply exists to maintain certain rules inscribed within the world and to exclude any entity that violates these rules.』

Three spheres floated from Esperus’s fingertips. The largest, a blue sphere similar to Earth, was at the center, with smaller black and white spheres orbiting it. These represented Midland, and the heavens and hell.

『There are more dimensions if you include the smaller ones, but let’s keep it simple. Here’s where the law of the world fits in.』

Esperus then conjured a figure with three pairs of wings on its back. Its face was featureless, smooth like Yoro’s, but otherwise, it resembled the common depiction of an angel. It held a spear shaped like a lightning bolt, pointed at Midland.

‘He made it look like an angel—coincidence?’

『The law primarily affects Midland, but neither the heavens nor hell are entirely exempt. Any excessive interference in Midland results in backlash from the law. However, with the right reasons, some degree of intervention is permitted. This is why my siblings work so hard to increase their followers.』

Esperus asserted that this entire relationship was fundamentally twisted.

『In the end, despite all the talk of transcendence and divinity, we are beings who can do nothing without mortals. Yet, we believe we are superior and more advanced than mortals. Why? Because we can bend the laws of the world.』

Esperus himself used to think this way until he encountered Karyan during his invasion of Midland. Karyan, a mortal who possessed the power to manipulate the will of the world—a true anomaly. Defeated by Karyan and left in a half-dead state, Esperus fled.

The story continued from the memories Khan had seen with Yoro.

『Just before separating my soul and body to attempt resurrection, I had a thought. If a mortal could possess the power of a transcendent—or even a higher-order way of intervening in the world—that would truly be transcendence.』

“So, you used Karyan’s blood to create a human body… Yoro?”

『Yes, as a contingency plan. I left open the possibility of regaining my transcendent state at any time. Meanwhile, I withheld my decision until I could verify whether a mortal could wield transcendent power, like Karyan.』

“And then I showed up.”

『Exactly.』


Esperus smiled gently.

『Whether by fate or coincidence, or perhaps drawn by the blood that makes up Yoro’s body, which I personally find to be the most plausible hypothesis, you appeared before me. The Blood King rebelled against my will, attempting to become a completely new entity. That’s why I sought your help.』

To fully fall into mortality. Or to return to transcendence. Caught between these two choices, Esperus decided to use Khan’s help to suppress the Blood King’s unexpected rebellion and simultaneously confirm his own potential for a decision.

And he made his choice.

『It seems that even if I were to become mortal, I wouldn’t be like you or that individual. It’s as if you were destined from the beginning to be that way.』

Esperus’s bitter reflection. Khan immediately thought of the fact that this world was based on a game.

‘Being set by the game’s rules and unable to deviate from them….’

It was a natural thought. If the game’s objects could break free from their given settings, the game would be a disaster. If a tutorial mob suddenly became overpowered, only a few hardcore gamers would continue playing while the rest would quit.

But this world was clearly a reality.

‘The law wants to keep this world as nothing more than a game.’

He finally began to grasp the concept of the will of the world.

‘It’ was akin to a debugging program.

A being that sanctions and modifies all sorts of bugs occurring in Midland to its liking.

For example, if an NPC in the game started saying, ‘This is a game! We are fake!’ it would be sanctioned. Just as it did with the Sorceress Mortalia. Ending the ancient empire and forcibly bringing about the current era.

And beings like gods and demons, who could break the game’s framework and reshape the world to their liking, were restricted to only acting within the background of the world’s setting. This is what the transcendents referred to as the ‘law’.

This leaves one question.

‘Possessors with game systems who move freely would be the most terrifying anomaly to this law. So, the nature of this game system is….’

『That concludes my story.』

Esperus’s calm voice interrupted Khan’s thoughts, signaling the end of his long tale.

『If you have any questions, I’ll be happy to answer them as a parting gift.』


“… Arch Demon.”

The word was out before Khan had a chance to think. Esperus’s eyes widened in surprise, as if he hadn’t expected that name to come up at this moment.

“Does the Arch Demon really exist?”

『The Arch Demon… Of course, the Arch Demon exists. Our great parent who birthed us. Without the Arch Demon, my siblings and I wouldn’t exist.』

Of course, the Arch Demon exists. The final boss appearing in the game’s ultimate chapter is none other than the Arch Demon. However, Khan’s question carried a deeper meaning.

“Spare me the old tales about him birthing you and becoming part of hell. I want to hear your personal thoughts about the Arch Demon. Have you ever seen the Arch Demon with your own eyes? Have you ever spoken to the Arch Demon? Do you remember your moment of birth, if you were indeed born from the Arch Demon?”

『… Haha.』

Esperus laughed awkwardly, then shook his head as if resigned.

『No. Neither I nor my siblings have ever seen our great parent. We were simply born knowing that we were the Arch Demon’s children. Heaven is likely not much different. You might find your answers by asking that one who seems to favor you.』

That was enough. He had already gotten all the answers he wanted.

『Judging by your expression, you seem satisfied.』

“Yes. Completely.”

The experience bar stuck at 39.99%, the Leap skill stuck at 100% proficiency without leveling up, the sudden rise in unlisted physical abilities, the chaos and ash-gray within him, the higher-dimensional will trying to keep this world as a game, the continually repeating world, the drastically changed world flow and fates of key characters…

Amid these tangled clues, one thing was clear to Khan.

‘If this continues, the world will face another apocalypse.’

And it will be due to the many changes he, the possessor, has made.

‘Just as Esperus suggested, a divine angel might descend to end the world directly.’

The will wants the world to flow according to its set design. He had gotten all he needed. While he was only at the stage of broadly outlining his next moves, he now had clarity on who the true enemy was. The task of figuring out how to kill the will of the world seemed daunting.

But by finding and dealing with the primordial beings, he might get the answers he needed. They were all puppets of the will, keeping the world as a game. He hadn’t found them yet, leading him to take this roundabout way, but now he had solid evidence.

There was one being with a known location…

‘The Great Demonic Realm. I need to take down the Arch Demon that descends there.’

Khan finally understood why he had possessed this world while trying to play the DLC. Only by moving beyond the game’s original ending—killing the Arch Demon—could he reach the true final ending. That’s why it was DLC.

This was more like an expansion pack, but from a gamer’s perspective, more content was always welcome.

‘The experience of smashing the head of a being that might be the creator… this is going to be epic.’

First, though, he needed to get out of hell.

“Now, send me back to Midland.”
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『That is not a difficult task.』

Thank goodness, Khan thought. He had been worried Esperus might come up with some convoluted reason to hold him back. Despite Esperus’s helpful demeanor, trusting a being of his nature completely was still a risk.

Khan let out a sigh of relief internally.

“Can it be done right away?”

『Oh, aren’t you going to say farewell to your companions? I thought you might want to take them to Midland with you.』

“…Tsk. Typical demon behavior.”

『Pardon?』

Pretending not to understand with that smug face only made it worse. Esperus’s face was an exact replica of Karyan’s, which made Khan’s fist twitch.

“Sure, bringing them along would be useful. While they’re considered mediocre here unless they’re high-ranking generals, in Midland, they’d be quite the formidable force.”

They could easily replace a couple of elite knight orders. Kurtank, with her exceptional charm abilities, would be particularly valuable and highly adaptable in Midland’s tricky landscape.

But…

“Those creatures can’t survive outside the Blood Domain, can they?”

Esperus still wore a puzzled expression, but Khan could see that he was surprised. Perhaps he hadn’t expected Khan to figure it out. The clues were abundant.

“There were no demonkins in the ancient battlefield. I’d never heard of such beings serving under demons before. And, strangely, they resemble humans.”

『…Haha. I’m continually impressed by your sharp insight. Yes, they were created to test the potential of humanity. Or rather, it’s strange to say ‘created’… they were always human.』

“The ancient humans. You revived the humans who died on that battlefield as demons, didn’t you?”

『Indeed. I wanted to see if they held the same potential as Karyan.』

Khan had already confirmed that ancient imperial humans were incredibly powerful. If they were used as materials to create demonkins, it explained why demonins were generally stronger than humans.

『The experiment is meaningless now, so if you wish, I can send them with you. I can even create new bodies for them, making them more useful than they are now.』

“No. I’m going alone.”


Esperus’s gaze lingered on Khan, searching, but Khan was resolute. He wasn’t an exploitative boss willing to drag those caught up in this mess any further. Besides…

“That law you mentioned wouldn’t take kindly to it, I suppose.”

『Hahaha…! So true, isn’t it?』

“Let’s cut the small talk.”

Hell must remain as hell. Having hell’s creatures freely roaming in Midland wouldn’t necessarily break the game’s immersion, but turning demon-like beings into the protagonist’s allies would be a different story altogether.

‘It’s clear. There will be some sort of backlash.’

Until he was certain he could confront and defeat the “will” of the world, openly defying it wasn’t a good idea. Even though Esperus mentioned that it lacked self-awareness, there was no harm in being cautious.

『Then, I’ll send you off now… Ah! But before that, I have one more question.』

“What is it?”

『Karyan. What happened to him?』

This time, Khan stared at Esperus thoughtfully. Considering Esperus created his body based on Karyan’s genetic information, perhaps he was curious about his “father”.

These pointless musings crossed Khan’s mind briefly. What am I thinking?

“You can see it, can’t you? The stigmata within me.”

『… Yes, I can see it. But I wanted to hear it confirmed.』

“He became a God, sealing a monster from the Void. He formed a prison in his domain and has been stuck there for a long time.”

『As I thought.』

Despite expecting this answer, Esperus sighed in disbelief, his reaction sincere.

『To think that great mortal ended up shackling himself. Isn’t it cruel? This is how the law maintains the world.』

“Well… It does suck. But he didn’t seem particularly regretful about it.”

『Before I send you off, I’d like to give you one piece of advice.』


With a wave of his hand, Esperus tore open the empty space, revealing a dimensional rift. Khan restrained himself from leaping through immediately, waiting for Esperus’s final words.

『Never achieve transcendence.』

For the first time, Esperus’s expression turned serious, warning Khan against shackling himself like Karyan.

『One day, the world will push you towards transcendence. It will create situations where you have no choice, or tempt you with immense power as a reward.』

“Transcendence…?”

『Whether you’re unaware or in denial, I can’t diagnose your state precisely. But from what I see, you’re on the boundary. Between transcendence and mortality. Somewhere in between.』

Khan’s gaze naturally shifted to the experience bar stuck at 39 99%, then back to Esperus. The thought of achieving transcendence through the chaos within him loomed large.

‘Damn it…’

Had his unconscious choice of the ash-gray over chaos been influenced by this?

Like Karyan and Mortalia who reached transcendence by controlling chaos, the closer he got to his inner chaos, the closer he approached transcendence? If so, he couldn’t expect any more growth in levels or skills, not unless he transcended as the “will” desired.

‘An outright threat, huh. That’s what this is.’

Facing increasingly fierce calamities, a character at level 39 would be no more than a minor player. With only one S-rank skill, it was practically a death sentence. Normally, one should have at least four or five such skills.

“Thanks for the advice.”

What else could he do? He’d have to make the most of what he had. He now had a power that could contend with transcendents; he just needed to find a way to develop it further. Shaking off his thoughts, Khan prepared to throw himself into the rift, but Esperus’s voice stopped him.

『Of course, I didn’t plan to end with just advice. It occurred to me that I hadn’t rewarded you for your help.』

A reward?

A reward from the Scion of the Arch Demon himself? That would make any gamer’s eyes light up. Khan began to turn back, but before he could, the rift’s suction force pulled him in.

『And when sending off a sibling, it’s only polite to give a parting gift, according to Midland’s customs.』

“A sibling? What kind of bullsh—”

『Check your gift when you return. And… It’s a complicated process to shift dimensions, and given your unstable state, I hope you understand if there are any minor mishaps. Farewell, hyungnim.』


“Wait, what? You should have mentioned that earlier, you—! And what’s with this hyungnim—”

Khan’s frantic outburst was swallowed up by the rift’s suction. Esperus laughed as he stood alone in the domain, which was once filled with their conversation.

“Sharing the same blood and parent makes us siblings, doesn’t it?”

His face was now covered by the black egg-like symbol that represented Yoro, and the powerful presence typical of a transcendent had long vanished.

Ssssshh…

The domain was also dissolving naturally.

It wasn’t disappearing entirely. The Blood Domain itself was his domain. He was merely dismantling the temporary domain he had created for his resurrection.

“Hmm?”

“Ugh! What’s happening now?!”

“……”

Time, which had been halted, resumed its flow.

“Are we back outside?”

“Boss! I can’t see the boss!”

“Looks like he’s gone back home.”

The self-proclaimed Four Heavenly Kings—now truly the Four Heavenly Kings of the Blood Domain—awoke. Watching them, Esperus smiled faintly from within the black egg.

‘If anyone can break the shackles that bind the dimensions, it might be you. Though you’ll face many trials…’

The gift he had given would surely be of great help.

“Everyone.”

And to these three as well.

“Yo, ro?”

“…Tch. Foolish Tulkan. Are you still pretending not to know?”

“Esperus….”

Seeing Tulkan, Vess, and Kurtank eye him warily, Esperus smiled gently before making his offer.

“I’m giving you an opportunity.”

An offer that would turn their lives upside down.

“Not just to be called the Four Heavenly Kings in name only, but to truly become the Four Heavenly Kings who can support Khan to the end.”

Since losing all his demonic followers in the ancient war, Esperus was now welcoming new subordinates into his fold.

***

This was the first time Khan experienced a dimensional transfer with his memory intact.

‘No, that’s not right. If I count the time I possessed Midland and crossed into Hell, this is technically the third time.’

Correction: the first time he remembered a dimensional transfer clearly, and it was surprisingly comfortable and peaceful.

Despite Esperus’s warnings about the instability of the rift potentially causing an accident, it felt like riding in a high-end limousine. Apart from his senses being completely numb, he could almost fall asleep.

‘But… when will this end?’

The problem was that his sense of time was completely distorted. Honestly, if this had happened before, he might have gone crazy from boredom. Luckily, he wasn’t alone, thanks to an unwelcome but talkative companion.

『Arrogant fool. Do you know how many young dragons wished to converse with me even once?』

‘So what. If I’d known it’d be like this, I would’ve preferred not remembering….’

『Haha. Well, had that been the case, it would have been quite dangerous, wouldn’t it? Considering how much you’ve benefited from me.』

‘Tsk.’

『You’re not honest with yourself.』

Even if the words were true, admitting it was a different matter. Khan knew this entity was quite formidable in life, but to him, it was just a nasty lizard with a bad attitude. Plus, it was creepy.

‘By the way, you haven’t asked me to help you get your body back. Tilly shredded your soul, didn’t she? Technically, you’re a half-soul now.’

『I have no desire to do anything about it. If anything, I’d like to take revenge on those insolent whelps who put me in this state. But left to their own devices, they’re all as good as dead. Or rather, they’re probably already dead.』

‘Is that so?’

『Yes.』

An awkward silence followed.

Being in a position where he was forced to share his innermost thoughts with Spirit of Resentment, Khan felt strange when the entity opened up for the first time. It seemed Spirit of Resentment felt the same way, as an awkward sentiment seeped through their mental connection.

Then, Khan sighed. What was he even doing…?

‘If you want, I could help you find your other half. Maybe even find a new body for you instead of being stuck as a sword. Something will come up if we look.’

Considering the time he had spent with Spirit of Resentment, it was quite a long time, even compared to his other comrades. Despite being a sneaky bastard, he had saved Khan’s life several times as he claimed….

『I don’t need a new body. Instead, I’d like to have a conversation with that insolent Drake who you seem so fond of. There’s something I need to confirm.』

‘Tilly? That’s not an unreasonable request….’

It was unsettling. Before regaining his memories, spirit of Resentment had seemed terrified of Tilly. But now, with most of his memories back, who knew how he would react?

Though the emotions sensed from their mental connection weren’t hostile, their relationship hadn’t been great either. Why exactly did he want to meet Tilly? Just as Khan was about to probe further—

Whoosh!

The rift’s suction suddenly restored his senses, and a flood of information hit his brain, causing a momentary dizziness.

Khan quickly adapted in seconds, but—

“What the hell is this….”

He muttered, rubbing his forehead at the dizzying sight before him.

“People who have a weird fetish for furry creatures would go crazy over this.”

“A giant human!”

“Is the flank breached?!”

“He fell from the sky! A mage! Kill him!”

It seemed he had dropped into the territory of the beastmen amidst their war with the Empire.

‘Damn Esperus… This is more than a minor accident.’
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The Beastmen.

A race literally composed of beasts. However, since they possessed some human features, they were classified as demi-humans.

‘Midland Quest Community’ had a surprisingly fanatical following for these beastly creatures. Strangely fanatical.

‘Considering all the quests with them were adversarial, that’s saying something….’

Among the “furball enthusiasts” in the community, there were even maniacs who tried to recruit the beastmen NPCs as allies, despite only getting hostile quests. These people treated the beastmen, who were practically public enemies of the continent, as potential allies!

As expected, all attempts failed. The furballs had a hard-coded setting of “hostile” making them impossible to recruit. Those who tried ended up as materials for strange rituals by beastmen shamans or met a slave-ending in the Great Forest.

“So, this must be the Great Forest….”

Ignoring the surrounding beastmen, Khan assessed the situation. It seemed to match. The landscape, filled with long, large leaves typical of a tropical rainforest, matched the background illustrations of the Great Forest perfectly.

Moreover…

“A big human! An Empire mage!”

“He looks strong, be careful when hunting him!”

A variety of furballs surrounded him. It had to be the Great Forest. Anything else would be more surprising. Having grasped the situation, Khan’s attention shifted to the bloodthirsty furballs.

“From what I hear, you’re in the middle of a war with the Empire. Is that right?”

“Don’t talk to the mage! His sly tongue will deceive us!”

“Oh…”

Well trained. Like watching a slow-motion video, Khan smirked as he watched the beastmen charge at him without a word. But they missed something crucial.

“You weren’t taught not to fight gray-skinned people, huh?”

As the beastmen’s faces, a mix of animal traits and human features, slowly twisted in horror, Khan clenched his fist slightly. Despite having just come out of intense battles and a dimensional shift, his entire body was brimming with vitality.

Whether the time spent in transit was extensive or Esperus did something, his power was more than enough for these nameless furballs.

“First, let’s get you ready to talk.”


『How refined of you to say, when you mean to subdue them with violence.』

Khan loosened his tightly clenched fist, intending just to give a light tap. Even that much force would be enough to crush a normal human’s skull, but…

‘Beastmen are sturdy.’

The first one to leap at him was a bear beastman, seemingly the leader of the group. Khan slowly extended his left arm towards the bear’s face.

“Huh?”

And then he noticed something unusual about his outstretched left arm.

‘Veins?’

When did this happen? Veins bulged conspicuously on his forearm. Was it his imagination, or had his arm gotten larger?

Bam!!

『Oh dear.』

A lament similar to a playful sigh escaped Khan’s lips. Damn it!

“He killed Sturdy Fist with one blow…!”

“He took down Sturdy Fist with one punch?! The big human isn’t a mage! He’s as strong as steel!”

“Sturdy Fist of the Bear Tribe was the strongest among us! Fall back—!”

‘Esperus—!’

His kind laughter and unpleasant face flashed through Khan’s mind. The ominous statement to check the gift upon return now made sense.

『You’ve become more monstrous. Hard to even call you human now. What a splendid gift.』

Shut up!

Khan, inspecting his body, realized the horrifying truth and screamed internally.

‘What kind of gift is this!’


His entire body had grown larger. It was puzzling why he hadn’t noticed it earlier. As the Spirit of Resentment mocked, he was barely human now!

He didn’t need a mirror to see it. His size was comparable to or even greater than his brethren from the Hoarfrost Gorge. Moreover, his left arm, which had burst the bear beastman’s head like a balloon, made him shut his eyes tightly.

‘Damn it, dark magic….’

It was dark magic! Dark magic!

If it was just increased size and bulging veins, he might have shrugged it off as becoming stronger. But the dark mist creeping up his left arm—dark magic—was no gift!

The potential problems this dark magic-infused left arm could cause were evident.

Paladins foaming at the mouth, calling him heretic, forming an execution squad, the Empire’s direct support becoming unreliable. Most importantly, how the platinum-haired paladin, who lost dear ones to demons and their minions, would react.

‘This is insane…!’

And this wasn’t just any dark magic. It was high-purity dark magic injected directly by the Arch Demon’s progeny. Visibly, it was far more insidious than that of ordinary demon worshippers or dark mages. This level of dark magic would make even demon contractors, who directly received powers through demonic pacts, pledge allegiance immediately.

Just like the beastmen in front of him.

“He’s an ally of the Great One! Not just a big human!”

“S-Sorry for not recognizing you…!”

‘What kind of development is this…?’

***

“Grr. I received intelligence that there is an Imperial infiltration unit, so I was patrolling the frontlines.”

“Oh, I see. The war must be quite intense then?”

“Because a large part of the Imperial forces has been withdrawn, recently, the territory of the Great Forest has been expanding. Although we haven’t been able to conquer one fortress and it’s dragging on… it’s only a matter of time. Especially now that you and that person have come at the request of the shaman! Krrk. Krrk!”

‘If they received intelligence, there must be an insider leaking information from within the Empire?’

‘The Imperial forces have been pulled out? Something significant must be happening internally.’

‘If someone mistook me, with my dark energy, for one of their own, then a demon contractor must have allied with the Great Forest. This isn’t too different from the original story, is it?’


Excitedly chattering about the war’s progress from the Great Forest’s perspective, this guy.

After piecing together the information received from the red-furred bear beastman, who seemed to be just below the bear beastman killed with a single flick, it was clear that some variables had twisted the plan he had set before falling into hell.

‘The Empire was prepared to put all its efforts into the war against the Great Forest, yet the war is still ongoing? And recently, they’re even being pushed back?’

“How long has this war been going on? I’m not up to date with the outside news.”

“It’s been a while. Krrk! I think it’s been about twenty cycles of the sun.”

“Twenty cycles? What nonsense! Isn’t it twice that?!”

“No, it’s ten!”

“… I shouldn’t even ask.”

The intelligence of the beastmen wasn’t particularly poor, but something seemed off about these guys. It seemed like it would take quite a bit of time to get useful information out of them. Interrogating these idiots required significant effort from the questioner.

‘Still, it’s clear that a significant amount of time has passed.’

In the hellish sky, where the boundary between day and night was faint, it was almost impossible to keep track of the days. He didn’t think it had been more than a month, but his sense of time had become distorted during the dimensional travel…

He could roughly assume it had been one to two months. Judging that this was tolerable, Khan changed his question.

“So, where’s my comrade? If we continue this way, will we meet him?”

“Krrk. That person is at the frontline with the shaman! We will take you deeper into the Great Forest to introduce you to the elders of our tribe! Krrk.”

“Oh, really…?”

Twitch.

Khan tried to suppress the grin that was about to spread on his face and nodded his chin solemnly. The red bear beastman, delighted with his comrades, took the lead. It made sense to be excited about escorting an important figure rather than risking their lives fighting the infiltration unit.

『They don’t realize they’re escorting a massive bomb. Pitiful.』

‘Where else would you find a handsome bomb like me?’

『…….』

On the journey deeper into the Great Forest, they didn’t encounter other beastman groups. According to what he heard, the frontlines were so intense that there were no forces to spare for other directions. This infiltration unit was composed of those who, for some reason, couldn’t go to the frontline.

『They’re the dregs.』

‘I agree.’

‘They’re not even suitable to use as cannon fodder. Essentially, they were sent to confirm the presence of the infiltration team with their deaths.’

‘Infiltration team… Imperial knights? Or mercenaries?’

To infiltrate the interior by circumventing the frontlines, it would naturally have to be a small elite force. If this small group were capable of targeting the leadership of the Great Forest, it was highly likely to include named individuals that Khan was familiar with.

Maybe, there could be quite a few familiar faces.

“This way! Krrk.”

After running continuously for about a day and a half, the red bear beastman stopped in front of an extremely tall tree that was hard to take in with one look. Interestingly, the trunk had a round door-like opening, and the bear beastman squeezed inside, gesturing for Khan to follow.

‘There’s a tunnel here too.’

Khan’s eyes sparkled as he immediately recognized the nature of the suspicious entrance.

A tunnel, a secret passage unique to the beastmen, created using the dense trees of the Great Forest. On the outside, it appeared to be just a giant tree, but in reality, it was a type of barrier created by the shaman’s power. Only those who entered through a specific entrance could get inside, a method achievable only by highly skilled shamans.

‘It seems like a big shot is inside.’

Even as he forced his now larger body through the tunnel entrance, a smile crept across Khan’s lips.

If the leader was inside, that was perfect for him.

***

“Leader! There’s a trail up ahead! And not just any trail—there are bodies! Looks like they’re from the beastmen side!”

A group clad in the mismatched and light armor characteristic of mercenary bands emerged from the underbrush. The group consisted of fewer than ten individuals, with a noticeably young man and a woman at the center, suggesting they were leading.

The young man had a delicate appearance and was completely unarmed, while the woman, exuding a cold demeanor reminiscent of a knight, was distinctively armed with two crossed spears strapped to her back.

“Not your average handiwork. Whoever it was managed to blow up that tough bear beastman in one strike. No signs of a fight, just bodies.”

“It’s not magic. I don’t sense any residual magical energy.”

“Doesn’t look like it was blunt force either. The marks are similar to those left by a gray spell projecting impact.”

“Hmph, so nothing useful then. Strange. Doesn’t seem like they fought among themselves.”

While the mercenary with the hammer, the young mage, the woman with the spears, and the mercenary with the hammer again discussed the signs, another mercenary, surveying the area, approached and removed their helmet.

Golden hair cascaded down, revealing a strikingly handsome face that could easily be mistaken for a woman’s.

“Dark magic. And a very potent one. This is the dark magic of either a demon contractor or a demon itself.”

Leonir von Istantil, his blue eyes burning with chilling killing intent at the sight of the traces left by the demon that had taken his benefactor, spoke through clenched teeth.

“It seems we’ve come to the right place.”

Leonir’s voice dripped with venom.

“The creature we need to tear apart is close. Very close…”
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“It’s a bit strange. There’s something different about you compared to that one…”

“Are you doubting me?”

“… You came here knowing the current situation of our tribe to support us, didn’t you? We are at war with the Empire. The undisputed hegemon of the continent, that Empire, which never shies away from cunning schemes like humans do! It’s only natural to approach a demon contractor who appeared without any prior notice with caution.”

In short:

‘How do I know you’re not an Imperial spy?’ he was asking, logically and meticulously providing reasons for his suspicion, making it difficult to respond. After all, he was indeed a spy.

『Not a spy, more like a strategic weapon deployed into their base.』

Unlike the spectating Spirit of Resentment, who found the situation amusing, Khan, the subject of the interrogation, was racking his brains for a plausible excuse.

‘I recognize this face. An old wolf beastman with a mix of gray and blue fur. Cunning Claw, one of the chieftains of the Great Forest.’

“Ch-Chief…”

The stupid bear beastman who had guided him here was restlessly murmuring from behind. He had been jubilant about his achievement of leading the demon contractor through the tunnel, only to find his superior immediately accusing him of being a spy. Realizing his life was now at risk, he must have been scared out of his wits.

But despite his intense thoughts, Khan was not panicking.

‘If it goes sideways, I can just wreck things and escape.’

So, calmly—he started organizing his thoughts. This place was inside the tunnel, essentially an advanced base of the Great Forest. The enormous dome-like space, with its ceiling and walls made of tree roots, was a product of the beastmen’s shamanic arts and served as one of their command centers.

‘Cunning Claw is a well-known named character. In the game, he was notorious for skillfully operating several guerrilla units of the beastmen and causing havoc.’

There might be several similar places, but the presence of this old wolf indicated this was an important stronghold. And one more thing could be inferred from the fact that Cunning Claw had come out to greet the ‘demon contractor’.

There was no shaman here at the moment. If there were a beastmen shaman present, they would have personally come to verify his identity.

‘I don’t need to completely fool them.’

What’s the best plausible excuse?

Going a bit aggressive and demonstrating a show of force could be one way. It’s not certain, but it’s the simplest and most direct method. However, the uncertainty is the problem.

Or maybe revealing some internal information about the Empire? That’s not feasible. During the time spent struggling in hell, the war situation had deviated significantly from what he originally knew in the game. Being overly knowledgeable about the Empire’s information would also be suspicious.


『Why not just show them that dark energy?』

Spirit of Resentment suggested the option he had been deliberately avoiding.

『That is no ordinary dark energy. It’s extremely pure—arguably more akin to the energy of a divine entity rather than typical dark magic. Even those who don’t fully understand the nature of a demon contractor will sense the difference in its caliber at a glance. Show them that, and their doubts will vanish instantly.』

‘That’s exactly why it’s a problem, you bastard.’

He knew that was the most definitive way to prove himself.

The hesitation stemmed from the inherent unease that any human would naturally feel about ‘demons’ and ‘dark magic’. Moreover, he wasn’t entirely sure about the principles behind this power and how it had transformed his body, making him reluctant to use it recklessly…

Grit—

“Is there a problem? Do you think this old man’s concerns are unfounded?”

“No. It’s nothing.”

“Hmm…”

As the old beastman’s suspicions deepened, it became hard to stay focused due to the flood of incoming knowledge. Fortunately, the headache was brief, but reviewing the newly acquired information naturally made Khan’s face grimace. To top it off, there was Esperus’ annoying laughter echoing in his mind.

As if investigating the changes within himself had triggered it, Esperus’ thoughts flooded his mind, and what he discovered was…

‘Damn it, who gave you permission to change my blood?!’

The crux of this transformation lay in the ‘blood’ coursing through his body. The current state of his body was the result of infusing it with blood extracted from the body created using blood taken from the mortal Karyan.

‘What am I, a dark sorcerer’s experiment?’

Already infused with Karyan’s blood, Esperus had mixed it with his own blood made from Karyan’s. What a bizarre combination that was! And the fact that it had a significant effect was no laughing matter.

Esperus had left instructions on how to use it quite explicitly. The dark energy that had burst out earlier was only due to Esperus playing around. Normally, it was stored in the Heart of Predation and could be drawn out at will.

Indeed, since it contained fragments of Aecharis’ power, it was the perfect place to store dark energy. Although having his body modified without his knowledge was somewhat unsettling, his overall physical specs had increased, and…

‘This will be quite useful.’

“How long do you intend to make this old man wait? If you have no intention of proving yourself…”


To deceive this cautious old beastman.

“I’ll show you.”

Esperus had shoved the usage instructions directly into his mind, and given that the dark energy’s source was the Heart of Predation and his blood, utilizing it wasn’t difficult. The techniques for manipulating blood he had honed while fighting the Blood King would come in handy.

Blood drawn from the Heart of Predation spread throughout his body. Instead of the Giant’s blood, which was only half its original volume, Esperus’ blood completely filled the void. The highly pure dark energy filled his body.

“Oh, oh…”

An exclamation escaped from the old beastman, Cunning Claw.

The dark mist enveloping Khan was undoubtedly dark energy, and it was denser than any he had seen before. Even denser than that of the demon contractor allied with the Great Forest’s leadership.

“This old man is witnessing something incredible… Such pure dark energy. It doesn’t feel as menacing as the aura from that one, but it’s all the more terrifying for that reason. The caliber is different.”

“Is this enough?”

“Haha! More than enough! I sincerely apologize for my rudeness. So, how would you like to be addressed, contractor?”

“Yoro.”

Without hesitation, Khan chose the name.

Although Esperus had resurrected, making it impossible to see him again, Yoro, who had left a deeper impression than Esperus, came to mind. More human than most humans, it seemed fitting.

“Call me Yoro.”

***

“Lord Yoro. It seems you are not fully aware of the current war situation. Would you like an explanation?”

“Go ahead.”

The war situation explained by Cunning Claw wasn’t much different from what the red bear beastman had told him, but it was more detailed.

Currently, the forces of the Great Forest had breached the Empire’s first defensive line and were occupying the territory of the Empire, pushing the front lines upward. The beastmen of the Great Forest had nothing to gain from human lands, so they pillaged and destroyed everything.

In this situation, a single fortress maintained the first defensive line like an isolated island amidst the occupied territory. They couldn’t breach this fortress, preventing them from advancing further.


“A Arch Mage is guarding it?”

“Yes. We couldn’t identify exactly who they were, but it was impossible to even approach the fortress. Even getting close resulted in a bombardment of spells, so we had to bypass it and push the front lines further. It was a fortress we had already captured once, but it was taken back by an unknown Arch Mage, according to the shaman who had initially taken the fortress….”

“Why doesn’t your king handle this directly?”

“…The king has other important matters and cannot intervene immediately.”

‘He still doesn’t fully trust me, it seems. Leaving out all internal matters of the Great Forest in his explanation.’

“So, what do you need me to do?”

Having come this far, Khan decided to continue his role as a spy. Given how much the flow of the game he knew had changed, he judged it best to gather as much information as possible before making a move.

“First, it would be best to join the other contractor.”

Another demon contractor, huh—this should not differ from the game’s flow. It was highly likely to be someone Khan knew. There weren’t many named demon contractors to begin with.

Just as Khan nodded in agreement, an explosion shook the entire dome made of tree roots as if it were about to collapse. From outside, he could hear the angry roars of the beastmen.

“The Empire’s infiltration team…!”

“That woman…! She’s a renowned warrior! It’s the mercenary unit led by the Spear Phantom of the Empire—!”

The beastmen’s voices trembled with vengeance as they mentioned the name Spear Phantom, indicating just how much trouble she had caused them. And with the information gathered from the roar, Khan’s fingers slightly trembled as well.

A woman, spear wielder, mercenary. It was a combination he was all too familiar with.

Slash!

Just as the face hidden within the dark mist grew serious, something shot through like lightning, piercing Cunning Claw’s shoulder.

“Argh…! You vile human wench!”

“Cunning Claw. You filthy furball… I’ve finally caught you.”

A woman with incredible agility rushed in, naturally drawing her long spear and charging at Cunning Claw, but she halted when her eyes met Khan’s, who was emitting an immense amount of dark energy.

“…….”

“……?”

It was a peculiar standoff.

Khan, shrouded in a dark mist, thought there was no way his identity could be revealed and decided to stay silent. However, he had never imagined the other person would also remain silent and just stare at him.

『Could she have recognized you?』

‘No way….’

His size had increased, and his appearance was obscured by the mist, making it impossible to discern anything.

However, her behavior of just observing and not attacking suggested she sensed something was amiss. Cold sweat trickled down Khan’s spine.

“Lord Yoro! We must eliminate the intruders…!”

“Yoro?”

“……”

The elderly beastman, baring his teeth at the woman who attacked him, the spear-wielding woman with a puzzled look in her eyes, and the barbarian sweating nervously inside the concealing mist.

The one who broke the strange standoff among the three was the handsome paladin radiating brilliant light, Leonir von Istanstil.

“Filthy demon…!”

Seemingly more favored by the Goddess of Justice, Leo’s sword, imbued with a clearly higher level of holy power, aimed at Khan.

Boom─!!

Dark energy and holy power clashed violently. Khan blocked the sword with his bare hand, surprised at how well he withstood it. Then, an ingenious idea flashed in his mind—a way to approach the higher-ups of the Great Forest while simultaneously dealing with this zealous paladin who mistook him for a demon or a contractor.

“Cunning Claw. Abandon this hideout and flee. It seems the Empire has discovered us.”

“Lord Yoro?! What do you mean…?”

“There’s no way they would send such a small force to attack just one hideout. Don’t waste your troops. Order a full retreat.”

“But these wicked humans won’t let us go easily….”

Rumble!

As Khan drew more dark energy from the Heart of Devouring, the ground beneath his feet cracked open.

In an instant, the atmosphere Khan exuded changed. It felt as if a transcendent being had descended. Everyone in the area felt as though their breath was taken away.

“Leave the rear to me. I will come to you later.”

“L-Lord Yoro…!”

Cunning Claw, looking at Khan with moist eyes, clenched his eyes shut, overwhelmed.

“I won’t forget this…!”

Of course, you won’t. Although it felt like a cheap drama, seeing Cunning Claw’s emotions filled with deep gratitude made Khan grin.

‘Once I send all the beastmen away, I can calmly convince these guys. They seem like they’ll understand if I explain….’

But there was one thing he had overlooked.

“There is no later for you. Filthy scum…!”

Since his disappearance after falling into the demon’s trap, his comrades had developed an extreme hatred for anything related to demons, to the point of having seizures at the mere mention of the word ‘demon.’

“You enemies of my grace, die──!”

“Wait a moment…!”

‘I’m the one you’re grateful to, you idiot!’

Without a chance to stop him,

A blinding white light rushed towards him, striking from above.

Boom!
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‘Heavy.’

Though it was a long-awaited reunion, the murderous strikes of the sword left Khan feeling incredulous. As he watched Leo wield his sword with a weight he hadn’t anticipated, Khan’s eyes gleamed with interest.

At his current specs, Khan was at level 39 according to the stat window. Although further growth hadn’t been reflected due to the system’s neglect, his body had strengthened once more after accepting Esperus’s blood.

He considered himself among the top superhumans in Midland, with few rivals he could count on one hand. Yet, Leo’s strikes were heavy enough to leave a significant impression on Khan.

‘Holy power, directly granted by the Goddess of Justice. There’s an inherent buff against demon-related foes. Even considering that…’

Leo had undoubtedly grown stronger.

Previously, Leo had seemed like an inexperienced youth, but now he had achieved remarkable growth. He was at a level that would place him high within the ranks of the Paladin Order, if not at the top.

At the very least—he was now on par with Leo at his peak in the game, before he was known as the Traitor Leonir, when he had claimed the title of the youngest commander of the Paladin Order!

‘I see…’

When Khan had first brought Leo into his group, he had anticipated that Leo would become a valuable asset several years later. He often worried that Leo might fall behind due to the grueling battles they faced together.

But Leo had exceeded expectations, achieving extraordinary growth. It wasn’t just his holy power that had grown; his sharpened aura was on a different level altogether.

‘The others must have too…’

Khan’s gaze unconsciously shifted to Maya Eldred. She watched the battle from a distance, retrieving the spear she had thrown at Cunning Claw while observing the fierce clash of sword and dark energy between Leo and Khan.

She had changed as well.

Previously, she had been among the stronger mercenaries, and during their reunion amidst the Greenskin uprising, she had reached a level where there was no room for further growth as a human warrior. The only paths left were acquiring aura or the sword aura that sword masters used to cut through anything.

‘Has she become a sword master…?’

Since she wielded a spear, should she be called a spear master? That sounds a bit off… Regardless, it was clear that her spear skills had broken through a barrier, reaching a new level. Piercing the tough hide of the beastman chieftain with a thrown spear was not a feat achievable with ordinary strength and skill.

『It’s like watching an insect evolve into a human.』

Even the Spirit of Resentment, who usually referred to everyone but Khan as insects, had upgraded their designation to humans.

Having confirmed this much, an undeniable desire burned within Khan’s heart.


‘I want to find out.’

By some coincidence, they had come together. These individuals who had never taken center stage in the world of Midland Quest—how far had they grown? Could he trust them with his back on the journey ahead?

***

‘Strong…! He’s on a different level from ordinary demon contractors-!’

The fingers covered in dark mist were as sharp and hard as a demon’s claws. Even the sword honed with the holy power bestowed by the Goddess of Justice couldn’t inflict a wound on them.

Grunt!

Leo’s legs staggered as they collided with the dark magic claws.

Third-rate swordsmen believe that upper body strength and balance are crucial for wielding a sword, but true swordsmen train their lower bodies to be as firm as the roots of an old tree. Leo, with the solid physique of a paladin and the skills of a first-rate swordsman, was no exception.

And yet, Leo staggered, unable to withstand the shock, like a drunk person?

Shudder…

His head filled with hatred and murderous intent began to calm with a sense of crisis. The shivers running down his spine told him that the opponent in front of him was of a different caliber from the demon contractors who recklessly wielded the overwhelming powers of demons.

This meant only one thing. He had made a contract with a higher-ranking demon.

‘A Scion of the Arch Demon…!’

Holy power flared up in Leo’s eyes. Because a benefactor of the Pantheon Church had fallen victim to the Scion of the Arch Demon and gone missing. As if responding to the paladin’s anger, the holy power within his body surged even more intensely.

The holy power enveloping his sword began to take the shape of flames. The power bestowed by the Goddess of Justice to his apostles to subdue demons, the White Flame.

“We must let the fleeing ones go! This bastard could be the leader of the demon contractors!”

Leo’s voice, imbued with holy power, echoed throughout the beastmen’s hideout. It was to call back his comrades, who were likely slaughtering the beastmen fleeing with Cunning Claw. Soon, he felt a massive flow of mana behind him.

The best firepower among their group. No longer the young prodigy of the Magic Tower, but now a magus in his own right, the Gray Mage Jan was preparing to cast a high-level spell from a distance.

‘I must hold him!’

That defined Leo’s role. To buy time until Jan could cast his spell. The role that a paladin like himself could perform best.


“Come─on─!”

Against the demon contractor with a build reminiscent of an orc, he pushed forward with his shield. His movements were the epitome of a tank, drawing the enemy’s attention with flashy maneuvers and taunts. However, his opponent was a battle-hardened veteran, well-versed in combat.

“What…!”

Bang──!!

The tremendous shock striking his shield sent Leo’s body reeling backward. By the time he realized what was happening, he had already been pushed several steps back. Realizing that it wasn’t an attack but merely the shock from using his shield as a springboard, he knew it was too late.

‘Damn…!’

The demon contractor was ignoring Leo and heading straight for the rear to take out the mage. Leo, realizing the critical nature of the attack, ground his teeth in frustration. Cunning bastard…!

But Jan always had a reliable guard with him. A man who seemed the most ordinary in the group, yet could be the most unpredictable variable.

“Uncle Ron!”

“Got it! What an ugly demon worshipper…!”

Ron grinned, gripping a hammer adorned with all sorts of jewels near the handle.

His hammer was the culmination of hundreds of modifications by the eccentrics of the Mage Tower, a masterpiece of magical and magical engineering. Forged with the ever-changing technology of the Mage Tower, beginning with the essence of iridescence, it was a legendary weapon.

“I’ll take an arm!”

With no hesitation, Ron swung his hammer at the demon contractor who wielded his claws like a bladed weapon. He channeled a small amount of mana, causing the jewels on the hammer’s handle to emit multicolored lights and activate the enchantments embedded in the hammer.

‘Path of Rebound.’

A whitish veil enveloped the hammer, then a spiral barrier wrapped around the demon’s claws. It absorbed the impact along a curved path, causing several jewels on the handle to crack.

And then.

Boom──!!

A sound like compressed air bursting out erupted between the claws and the hammer. The gray spell, ‘Jan’s Wheel’, reflected the opponent’s force back with several times the power, shredding the demon’s shoulder.

Puqwaaak!


The dark mist, which acted as the demon’s skin, dispersed momentarily before quickly reforming. But in that brief moment of dispersion, Ron’s eyes widened upon seeing the familiar gray skin. Gray skin…?!

“Interesting.”

While Ron hesitated, surprised by the familiar skin tone, a familiar voice whispered softly in his ear. Just as he realized the true identity of his opponent and was about to speak.

“Uncle! Step back!”

Jan’s spell was complete.

Holding his hands together to form a seal, Jan layered several small magic circles over the seal he created, ready to unleash his prepared spell.

Can a single mage stand against a calamity? Can a human reach beyond the realm of humanity solely through spells? Though historical records suggest it is possible, no mage of the current era had truly achieved that, leaving it an eternal enigma.

To answer that riddle, Jan, the youngest magus from the Tower, had his own solution.

‘Jan’s Mana Storm’

If one cannot defeat a great natural disaster, then one should harness nature itself. In a way, it was no different from using spells to interfere with the world.

This bold spell, ‘Jan’s Mana Storm’, was possible only because Jan possessed extraordinary sensitivity, allowing him to instinctively sense the void in the space when Khan opened Aecharis’s pouch.

Natural mana from all around began converging toward the magic circle Jan had formed. An amount of mana beyond what any individual could control seemed to dance atop the magic circle. Yet, the result was far from beautiful.

The gust conjured in Jan’s grasp quickly grew into a full-fledged storm.

During the war with the beastmen, this storm had once wiped out a hundred elite beastmen in a single strike, ending the battle. No matter how formidable a demon contractor, before a natural disaster, they were merely mortal.

“Wait…!”

Ron, knowing full well the storm’s power, tried to stop Jan in a panic. There was a chance the demon contractor was the very person they had been waiting for. But the storm had already grown uncontrollable, moving toward the demon contractor to consume him.

Kwaaak!

As the storm engulfed the demon contractor with a deafening roar, Ron turned to Jan with a look of despair.

“…?”

Seeing Ron’s reaction, Jan began to sense something was wrong, just as a familiar voice emerged from the storm.

“Honestly, I’m really impressed. I never imagined you’d become this strong.”

A voice so familiar, so longed-for, resounded from within the storm.

Craaack!

A startled Jan hurriedly dispelled the storm. Amid the storm, an intact seven-colored barrier was revealed. It was the signature spell of the Gold Tower Master, ‘Estelle’s Absolute Protection’. In this world, there were only two individuals capable of casting Estelle’s Absolute Protection.

The Tower Master herself and the Barbarian holding the Essence of the Five-Colored Bird, Gordi Khan.

“Wha…?!”

Jan, who had been so startled he made an odd sound, blinked his eyes. Leo, who had followed the demon contractor with his shaking eyes, stumbled backward, his eyes trembling violently.

“To think you’ve grown this much in just a few months; it’s hard to believe.”

“Sir Khan…?”

Leo’s voice trembled as much as his eyes, calling out the name of the demon contractor wrapped in black mist, before he collapsed to his knees.

‘Well, yeah. It’s been a while since we last met; a little emotional reaction is expected.’

Khan’s face lit up with a pleased smile as he watched them genuinely rejoice over his return.

Seeing them so genuinely happy about his survival confirmed that his investment in these future named bosses had paid off. It made him think of his past failures in stock investments, but he dismissed it as a societal problem, not his own. This was the real deal. They had grown splendidly.

“This may not be the best place for a reunion, but with the beastmen gone, there’s no one to eavesdrop. This should be good enough.”

Khan dispelled the black mist and beamed, ready to share the joy of their reunion.

Crunch.

“You damned demon, how dare you…!”

Demon?

If it hadn’t been for Leo, radiating even more intense killing intent than before, things might have gone smoothly.

“Oh, if it’s about the dark mana, there’s a bit of a story behind that…”

“Shut up! The Great Hero is a noble soul who would never succumb to the likes of you! Do you think I would believe that he accepted demonic energy? He is different from those losers!”

“Lo-Losers…?”

Khan’s face turned to one of confusion, which only fueled Leo’s fury further.

“Surprised that your trick didn’t work, huh? You nameless demon, I don’t know how you got into Midland, but I swear on my name and faith, I will kill you!”

Um, okay.

While Khan was moved by Leo’s determination to fight to the death for him, he was also at a loss about how to handle the situation. The one who saved him was Maya, who had been watching as if she knew something from the beginning.

“Leonir. Our lord has not been deceived by demons or fallen into corruption. So step back.”

Her voice was calm, yet carried a sense of elevation.

There was also a subtle pressure in her tone that made Leo hesitate. It was clear he regarded Maya as a superior, which made Khan ask with a puzzled expression.

“… Come to think of it, you seemed to know something from the beginning. What’s going on, Maya?”

It was nearly impossible to identify Khan, who looked like a fierce demon contractor, but Maya Eldred had seemed to recognize him immediately.

And then…

With a thud, Maya knelt on one knee and delivered an unexpected bombshell.

“A servant of the God can always recognize their God. The holy power that started stirring within me recently revealed your identity to me, my lord.”

“What…?”

“Congratulations on ascending to godhood, my lord.”

‘… What the hell is she talking about?’
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“So, you’re saying… you have holy power now?”

“Yes.”

Maya answered as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, opening her hand.

‘Oh, my God…’

『A masterpiece indeed.』

Even after squeezing his eyes shut and reopening them in disbelief, the gray shimmer in Maya’s hand did not disappear. It was an aura different from a knight’s aura, a paladin’s holy power, a dark mage’s dark magic, or even mana. Was that holy power? And it came from him?

Seeing the proof Maya presented, it was hard to believe, but the fact that such energy was emanating from Maya’s hand, who was neither a knight nor a paladin, was highly surreal. He couldn’t help but internally question, ‘Is this real?’

“Is that real, Leo?”

“… Uh, well. It’s not exactly like the holy power from the Pantheon, my lord. But it does resemble holy power.”

Leo, who had previously declared Khan a loser and sworn to kill him in the name of his faith, answered with his face flushed with self-reproach and embarrassment. He confirmed it was indeed holy power.

“The doctrine of the Pantheon does not recognize any God not aligned with the heavens. However, high-ranking demons like the Scion of the Arch Demon can be considered as dark gods. The wild gods of the Great Forest should also be seen as dark gods. The commonality between holy power, dark magic, and the shamanism of the Great Forest is that their source of power comes from faith.”

“So, that means… that thing also comes from faith? Are you saying Maya gained that because she worships me like a God?”

“Hmm… Yes, that seems to be the case.”

“I don’t feel any holy power myself…”

That was the strange part.

The gray aura emanating from Maya’s hand was definitely related to the gray power Khan possessed. He had known it from the first moment he saw it, which is why he had reacted so surprised. Yet, Khan himself did not feel any connection with Maya.

‘Aren’t gods and their apostles supposed to be spiritually linked or something?’

“I haven’t experienced being a God myself, but… The Goddess of Justice always used the eyes and ears of his followers to oversee Midland.”

It was a question of whether he could do the same.

‘… There’s no way I can.’


“So, to summarize… you’re saying I’m a God and Maya is my apostle? Like the Goddess of Justice and a paladin.”

“But you’re human.”

“Jan, in my personal opinion, it’s a bit hard to see Khan as just a human anymore.”

Ron was as blunt as ever, speaking disrespectfully right in front of Khan.

“You seem to think that holy power might emerge from you too. You don’t seem to think being called a God is entirely nonsense, do you?”

“… Well.”

The unexpected sharp question left him at a loss for words.

If someone asked him whether he was closer to a transcendent or a mortal, he would hesitate a bit. After all, it was none other than Esperus who told Khan that he was “on the boundary between transcendence and mortality.”

『Hmm. Could it be like that? Fascinating.』

‘What do you mean, like that?’

『I mean your current state and that woman’s holy power. Now that I think about it, it doesn’t seem that strange.』

At that moment, the Spirit of Resentment, who had come to a conclusion about the confusing situation, chuckled and shared his thoughts. Why Khan didn’t feel anything despite having a God-apostle relationship.

『Even if you possess a minuscule amount of divinity, or even a fraction of a God, if there is a believer who worships such a minor God, the relationship between a God and an apostle can still be established. It seems that woman has been deeply admiring your combat skills for a while. The issue is, you’re not aware of your divinity—or rather, you’re rejecting and lingering at the threshold.』

It was quite, no, very plausible.

Khan’s judgment after hearing Spirit of Resentment’s conjecture was that although he was a being who was neither fully God nor fully human, he could at least function in a role similar to one.

Thus, it’s possible for holy power to be bestowed upon someone who worships him… Without knowing the exact mechanism of how holy power is transmitted, this vague assumption seemed the most reasonable.

“Maya, how do you use that holy power?”

“Physical enhancement. It doesn’t allow for miracles or make my body abnormally tough like Leo’s holy arts, but…”

Crunch!

Maya approached one of the many large trees in the Great Forest and suddenly crushed its trunk with her hands. It was an act of superhuman strength beyond any human capability.


“I’ve become stronger. Several times stronger than before… perhaps even more.”

The effect was somewhat related to him as well.

Strength.

One of the strongest means of proving Gordi Khan’s existence.

“Wow. Maya, so you suddenly got stronger because of that? I wondered if something happened when you started punching holes with your spear, but now it makes sense…”

“Yes. I struggled a bit to adapt to the sudden increase in strength.”

“And when exactly was that ‘sudden’ moment? Wait, how many months have passed since I disappeared?”

While the group was reacting to Maya’s incredible strength, Khan interrupted the conversation. It was a topic he had been curious about since returning to Midland.

How much time had passed while he was in hell?

“So, you weren’t in Midland this whole time, huh. Asking about time… that makes sense.”

“Getting caught in a dimensional collapse and ending up in another dimension… My mentors at the tower would light up with interest at that.”

“Enough. So, the answer?”

Khan, a bit anxious, pressed for an answer, and the response left him speechless and visibly shocked.

“It’s been a year and a half since you got caught in that dimensional collapse. I suppose you don’t know much about the current state of the Empire either. Where should I start explaining…”

Khan could barely hear the rest.

His mind was filled with the realization that 18 months had passed. It dawned on him what Esperus meant by a minor accident. Initially, he thought Esperus was referring to landing in the middle of the Great Forest, but…

‘Esperus, you bastard…!’

How could this be considered a minor accident?!

***

“By the way, what exactly have you been up to, Khan?”


As Khan managed to sort out his throbbing head and his grudge against Esperus, Ron, ever perceptive, approached and voiced a question that had been pressing on his mind.

While Ron and the rest of Khan’s companions had always believed he wasn’t dead, they had never fully dared to hope they would see him alive again. After all, how could a mere human survive being caught in a dimensional collapse and manage to return to Midland?

Yet here he was.

“And… what about that dark energy? Leo says it’s no ordinary dark energy. Did you actually make a deal with a demon?”

“Ron. Our lord hasn’t fallen to corruption…”

“Maya, I didn’t say he was corrupted. I was just wondering if Khan, being Khan, managed to strike a deal by punching a demon into submission.”

“Of course! If it’s Khan, he could do that!”

“Or our lord might have killed the demon and stolen its dark energy.”

Everyone seemed to be in high spirits now. Gone were the serious faces from a moment ago, replaced by fervent discussions about how formidable Gordi Khan was, drawing a chuckle from Khan.

Seeing his companions react so casually to his being tainted with dark energy made him feel relieved, as he had been hesitant about how they would accept it.

“To keep it short, since the full story is too long, I got swept up in the dimensional collapse and ended up in Hell until just recently. Hell, as in where demons dwell, similar to Heaven.”

“…..”

An awkward silence fell, as was to be expected. Though they had anticipated Khan endured tremendous hardships after falling into the demon’s trap, the reality far surpassed their imaginations.

“Hell… I see. And then…”

Leo muttered in a voice filled with somberness.

To Leo, a paladin of the Pantheon Church, hell was an unknown place described only in the horrific depictions found in the scriptures. Those scriptures, written by priests who had never actually been to Hell but transcribed the words of gods, were likely far from the reality of it.

Khan had survived there alone, in his mortal body, and returned to Midland with dark energy. He must have faced incredible trials.

“It wasn’t as bad as you think. It was livable. It’s pretty much the same as anywhere people live.”

“Huh… If you say so, Khan. But it’s hard to believe.”

“Really. It was better than Hoarfrost Gorge at least. It wasn’t bitterly cold, and I didn’t have to worry about dying just to find some prey.”

Anyway-

Deciding it was too much to explain all the twists and turns he had experienced, Khan brushed off the topic.

“This dark energy… It was given to me by a guy who claimed to be my brother. I helped him out with something. He also used his power to bring me back to Midland. I didn’t expect so much time to have passed, though.”

“Sir… but this dark energy is…”

Leo couldn’t bring himself to finish his sentence. He wanted to ask if this dark energy came from the descendant of the Arch Demon. If that were true, what then? Was he supposed to brand Khan a heretic and try to kill him on the spot? Even before considering if that was possible, Leo could still sense the remnants of the goddess’s presence within Khan.

‘The goddess still favors him.’

That was enough for him.

Leo’s faith had changed considerably since he directly confronted the corruption within the Pantheon Church. For him, good and evil were defined by the Goddess of Justice, her apostles, and the barbarian Gordi Khan.

“One day, I would like to hear the full story. A firsthand account of Hell would be an incredible addition to the church’s history.”

“We’ll do that when all our companions are gathered. There are still some I haven’t met yet. Speaking of which, what’s happening with the others? I’ve heard there are issues on the Empire’s side.”

“Ah.”

Leo’s face turned uneasy at the sudden question, causing Khan to sigh internally. Something had gone wrong, despite all his efforts to keep things running smoothly. A sense of foreboding crept up Khan’s spine.

“A civil war has broken out.”

“What? What broke out?”

Did I hear that wrong?

“… The war between the Elector families has diverted significant resources and troops away from the front lines. Meanwhile, the druids from the Great Forest have been infiltrating Empire territory, capturing people for their rituals. Smugglers dealing with the Great Forest have also gotten involved in the civil war. And to make matters worse—”

“To make matters worse?”

“Several months ago, the frequency of demon realms appearing started increasing. Before, we’d see one or two a year at most. Now, they’re occurring far more frequently. The Empire is now forced to deal with enemies both within and outside its borders.”

After hearing all this, Khan instinctively knew who was behind the chaos in the Empire.

‘It’s him!’

The so-called Law of the World had begun to move. The increase in demon realms was its worst tactic yet.

TL’s Corner:

So I will set the pronoun of the will of the world as he/him for now.
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The Spellblade, Veil.

He was a renowned gold-tier mercenary in the Empire. His young age, good looks, and straightforward personality contributed to his fame. However, it was his unusual skill in both swordsmanship and magic, excelling in both, that truly set him apart.

Magic is a difficult discipline to master alone, and without a proper mentor, Veil began learning magic by running errands for the Mage Tower.

He became friends with Ironhammer Ron, a middle-aged mercenary from the Argon Kingdom, due to their similar situations—both working for the Mage Tower in exchange for learning magic. More precisely, Veil liked Ron’s easygoing nature.

‘Damn Ron. He assured me this would be the safest option, but all we do is go from one death trap to another.’

Even as a mercenary, Veil couldn’t escape the war against the Great Forest. Employed by the Mage Tower, Veil was destined to be conscripted under the name of the Mercenary Guild. Ron then made him an offer.

He suggested forming a separate unit with his companions, which would allow them to avoid moving with the Imperial Army. He assured Veil that everyone was strong, and his life would be safe.

To someone who found the idea of joining the military horrifying, Veil couldn’t refuse such an offer. Soon, he discovered the official name of their separate unit was the “Emperor’s Special Task Force.”

At that moment, he regretted his decision.

‘What do you have to do to be an independent unit directly under the Emperor, with the authority to requisition resources? Damn it…!’

Is Ron some hidden relative of the Emperor or something? That bumbling idiot…?

What made it even worse was that Ron’s assurances weren’t just empty boasts.

Their special unit didn’t have to follow any orders from any Imperial commanders. Despite traversing through hellish situations, they displayed overwhelming force, crushing the beastmen left and right. The problem was that Ron’s idea of safety was vastly different from Veil’s.

“Just because your head’s still attached doesn’t mean you’re safe…. Damn Ron.”

What kind of life must someone live to laugh off near-death experiences by saying, ‘As long as my limbs are intact and my head’s still on, I’m safe, hahaha!’? Veil couldn’t even imagine it.

“Do you think the same, spellblade?”

“Hmm?”

Lost in his own thoughts, Veil was approached by some mercenaries scavenging the battlefield left by the retreating beastmen. They were once well-known in the Empire’s mercenary circles but avoided joining the military and were drafted by the special unit leader, Maya Eldred, due to their skills.

While they were part of the same special unit, their paths to joining were different, which kept them distant from each other. This was the first time they had approached Veil for a conversation.

“What do you want to say?”


“No need to get defensive. Don’t you think this special unit is overly dangerous?”

“So, are you suggesting we plot something?”

“Damn. You’re sharp for a young guy. Just look over there, look. Our captain and her friends chatting and laughing with that demon contractor who was rampaging just moments ago. Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”

Veil’s face contorted in confusion. The mercenary from the special unit, perhaps interpreting Veil’s reaction as agreement, chuckled and began to share his thoughts.

“Actually… I heard there’s a spy among the beastmen within the Empire. That’s why the front lines are struggling, and this spy is apparently someone in a pretty high position. Now, look at that scene. Doesn’t it seem like they’ve teamed up with a demon contractor?”

“Get to the point.”

“Oh, right. What I’m saying is, we should use this as an excuse to get out! I can’t trust this anymore. Do you want to stay here after seeing them cozying up to a demon contractor?”

Veil’s eyes narrowed.

‘So, they want to run away because they’re too scared to stay in the special unit?’

What fools…

They’re planning to use suspicions about the people the Emperor trusts enough to give independent operational command as a pretext to escape because they’re afraid of getting caught up in a battle and dying? Veil decided he would definitely find out how these idiots earned their gold badges through the guild later.

“I’m not interested. Do whatever you want…”

“There you are.”

“…!”

The sudden interruption startled the mercenaries, causing them to raise their weapons. They were in the middle of a secret conversation, after all. However, Veil was shocked for a different reason.

‘How did I not sense them approaching?!’

While Veil was in shock, the intruder strode toward the armed mercenaries without a hint of threat, as if watching a child’s play.

“Stay back…!”

“Demon contractor! You’re here to kill us!”

“Hmm?”


The intruder—the monstrous figure who had just showcased terrifying power, overwhelming the main forces of the special unit—continued advancing, seemingly unfazed by the terrified mercenaries’ shouts.

But Veil, observing from a distance, realized something. The demon contractor’s interest wasn’t in the mercenaries but in him.

‘Why?!’

That was even more terrifying. It made sense if he was targeting the fools bad-mouthing him, but why show interest in Veil? As Veil’s mind raced, he recalled something he had heard before.

‘Gray skin, Ron mentioned working with a barbarian before coming to the Empire. Maya, the captain, is also from the Argon Kingdom. They mentioned a hero who saved their kingdom, a Dragon Slayer barbarian…!’

Finally, Veil connected the dots about the identity of the demon contractor.

The Dragon Slayer of Argon, the Demon Slayer of Georges Principality, and the mysterious barbarian with countless other titles and rumors. That was who this demon contractor was.

Crunch. Crash─!

A mercenary who finally swung his weapon at the barbarian was sent flying, crushed as if hit by a wagon. The barbarian had swatted him away with a casual gesture, smashing a gold-tier mercenary effortlessly. Veil, about to cast a spell in tension, paused.

Seeing the atmosphere with Ron and the others, it was clear the barbarian with dark energy wasn’t their enemy. In fact, opposing him seemed more dangerous. Veil made his decision, which turned out to be the right one.

A sly grin spread across the barbarian’s face.

“Spellblade, Veil. Right?”

Nodding…

The barbarian, who had a sinister smile—a smile he called his own business smile—extended his blood-stained hand toward the mercenary and spoke.

“Let’s do a job together.”

“Alright… No, I understand…”

Without realizing it, Veil cautiously extended his hand in return, and as the barbarian’s grin became even more menacing, Veil thought to himself.

‘I am screwed…’

***

‘I’ve struck gold.’


A ponytail hairstyle and a sharp-looking face, a first-rate mage as well as a skilled swordsman—the Gold Badge Mercenary.

No doubt about it.

He is the hero-level ‘Magic Sword Veil’ who would later become known during the chaos of the Empire.

Before the period of chaos, he was known as a ‘Magic Swordsman’ who did errands for the Magic Tower, but to think they would meet like this.

‘Though he calculates the practical benefits as a mercenary, he’s a trustworthy character who doesn’t betray easily.’

There’s no need to mention his skills. During the chaos period, he explosively grows under the Magic Tower’s active investment and through numerous battles, becoming a hero-level powerhouse. Comparatively, he’s almost on par with the ‘Sword Demon Leniyar’ from the game.

Although he’s not yet called the Magic Sword…

‘If I work him hard and invest properly, he’ll shine.’

Khan wondered how he could handle this guy so that he’d be reputed for it. As Khan indulged in pleasant imagination,

“What is it exactly that you want me to do…?”

Veil, feeling a hint of fear from Khan’s ominous smile, asked cautiously. Khan, looking pleased at the promising candidate, explained with a satisfied face.

“It’s nothing major. Just go deep into the Great Forest with me and cut off the heads of the chieftain and all the shamans.”

“…?!”

“How about that, simple right?”

***

Originally, the plan wasn’t like this.

Since I had already indebted the chieftain “Cunning Claw” and displayed a noble sacrifice, the goal was to leverage that to enter the depths of the Great Forest without bloodshed. The ultimate objective was to eliminate the leaders, the Beast King and the Great Shaman.

However, an unexpected variable had arisen.

If the Demonic Realm, that thing called the Law wielded like a supreme sword, was eating away at the world…

‘It seems there might be less time than I thought.’

So, the entire plan needs to be expedited.

“While I’m inside taking everyone down, you just need to respond from the outside. Simple, right?”

“Sure… it’s, very, simple. Yes.”

Ignoring the sickened expression on the “rising stock” Veil’s face, I patted his shoulder with a satisfied grin and summoned my dark energy.

Flinch.

As I transformed from a barbarian to a demon contractor, Veil flinched visibly.

‘This should be it…’

I roughly recalled the entrance that matched what I had seen in the game, raising my claw imbued with dark energy.

Following Cunning Claw to reach this hideout, I knew there were always hidden hideouts not revealed during gameplay, but the key strongholds that never changed location were a given.

‘If they fled, it must be here.’

Arriving at the spot indicated by Ron’s enhanced senses, I knew it couldn’t be wrong. As a guide, he’s not just elite—he’s practically the best.

『Are you going to knock?』

‘Of course.’

As I thrust my claws into the base of a tree trunk about as thick as an orc’s waist, a bizarre scraping sound echoed in the air, revealing the hidden tunnel’s entrance.

The trembling entrance to the tunnel alerted the beastmen inside, who began moving frantically. Understandably, they reacted to a demon contractor attacking their entrance.

“Lord Yoro…!”

Then, as the unstable tunnel entrance opened, a familiar beastman appeared.

It was Cunning Claw.

“You survived! What happened to those despicable creatures?! No, we should discuss this inside. The other chieftains and the Great Shaman of the Great Forest need to hear this as well. We were just talking about you, lord Yoro.”

With an uncharacteristically innocent face, Cunning Claw inquired about my well-being and the fate of the Empire’s “special unit”.

Little did he know, his eagerness was evidence of his distrust.

‘Well… that’s why he’s called Cunning Claw.’

Leading him to where the other chieftains and shamans were gathered was a tactic to confirm information while ensuring they had enough forces to completely annihilate Khan if necessary.

If he hadn’t known the character and behavior patterns of Cunning Claw, he might have been completely deceived. The performance was that perfect.

‘Yet, even with a bit of suspicion cleared, this reaction….’

The reaction was one of completely identifying Khan as an ‘enemy’.

What exactly had instilled such certainty in him? As Khan pondered, a voice interrupted.

“Is this the one? The bastard claiming to be a demon contractor?”

Suddenly, a man shot forward, leaving a lingering afterimage like taffy being stretched, and stared intently at Khan’s face. Just like Khan, he was surrounded by a ferocious aura of dark energy.

“Who are you? Where did you come from? Your dark energy is something I’ve never seen before….”

Khan’s lips twisted into a grin as he recognized the man. So, it was you who blabbed about me.

“Lapdog of Behelanokto’s lapdog.”

The demon contractor who had formed a pact with the first knight of Behelanokto, the Scion of the Arch Demon. One of the demon contractors collaborating with the Great Forest to summon demons into Midland.

Demon Contractor Ashfield.

“You… how do you know my identity…?”

“Because I’m practically family with the Scion of the Arch Demon, you idiot.”

“This bastard, how dare you mock me…!”

“But it’s true.”

BAM!

A blow packed with condensed dark energy struck Ashfield’s face. His body was sent flying past his original spot, crashing into the hideout wall. As Cunning Claw’s eyes widened in shock, Khan grabbed his neck, dispelling the dark energy that had concealed his true form, and laughed.

“Today, I end this war.”
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295. The Great Forest (2)

Ashfield couldn’t hide his confusion.

Being close with the Scion of the Arch Demon? That nonsense was irrelevant from the start. What unsettled him was the sheer prowess of the opponent who had effortlessly blown him away.

A demon contractor’s strength is primarily determined by the rank of the demon they contract with, followed by the level of power bestowed through the contract. The contractor’s own skill is secondary.

Ashfield was the sole contractor of Calisidus, the top-ranking demon under Behelanokto, the Scion of the Arch Demon.

There were few in Midland who could rival him. Most contractors had pacts with demons lower in rank than Calisidus, and the one contractor who had a pact with the them only received the most trivial power, thus wasn’t overwhelmingly strong.

‘But that guy…!’

BAM!

Ashfield’s eyes trembled violently as he rose from the rubble of the hideout’s outer wall. Could he have contracted with a demon higher than mine?

That was the only explanation for Ashfield’s helplessness. Yet, he couldn’t accept that fact.

BAM! BAM BAM!!

The pure dark energy emanating from the lunatic, who was mowing down charging beast chieftains with a crazy laugh, was too serene. Among demon contractors, there was a standard for gauging the grade of dark energy.

It was the savagery felt from the dark energy. The higher the demon’s rank, the more vicious and ferocious the dark energy would be.

‘Such a calm dark energy….’

Initially, when Cunning Claw returned and spoke of a demon contractor offering support, Ashfield assumed the person was an Imperial spy. The possibility of an unknown contractor suddenly coming to the Great Forest to offer support seemed less plausible.

But Ashfield’s assumption was wrong.

That guy was indeed a demon contractor. Reluctantly, Ashfield had to acknowledge that the man had contracted with at least an equal or higher-ranked demon than Calisidus. So why had he come to the Great Forest, opposing Ashfield and the forest?

“You seem troubled.”

“Shaman….”

Grit. Grit.


At that moment, a figure that seemed to embody ominousness in the form of a beast appeared before Ashfield.

A beast-man with a hunched back like an elderly human, a bushy white beard that covered his eyes, a broken fang, and bone ornaments and a staff made from human skulls and fingers, proclaiming his role as a priest of the Beast God.

Lastly, his eyes.

“That one. It seems he follows a different path than you, Ashfield.”

The murky green light leaking from his closed eyelids was the source of the shaman’s eerie aura.

“I’ll handle my troubles myself…!”

“Of course, you should. But.”

“Instead of spouting nonsense, block the additional troops properly… Ahk!”

What is this…?! Blood gushed out of Ashfield’s mouth as he glared at the shaman with wide eyes.

The shaman’s staff had pierced through Ashfield’s heart and protruded out from his back.

“It’s troubling… Of all times, to be opposed by someone who has made a pact with a Monarch of Hell. Right at the cusp of our grand achievement, this has become very troubling indeed.”

“…!”

Ashfield, so shocked that he momentarily forgot about his heart being pierced, spat out more blood. Monarch of Hell? Had that guy really entered into a contract with the Scion of the Arch Demon…?!

“There’s no need to be so surprised. You people, the demonic contractors, seem to easily form factions and cooperate. But the Monarchs of Hell are different. They are like wolves, always looking for a chance to stab each other in the back. Demons, after all, are that way. And to those rulers, the demons under them are just disposable pawns.”

“… You, don’t tell me!”

Crunch!

The shaman, who was grinning slyly, twisted the staff made from human bones, shredding Ashfield’s heart.

“A servant of that demon is even easier to dispose of…”

Crack…

Ashfield’s attempt to speak was cut short as the shaman crushed his head underfoot. As Ashfield’s body, now missing its head and with its heart pierced, began to crumble,


“I will give you a chance to resolve this on your own, Ashfield. Whether you want it or not…”

The shaman’s dark green eyes curved in a sinister smile.

***

Thud!

“Is this the end now?”

The number of chieftains who attacked him was three in total. The Cunning Claw had his head smashed and killed from the beginning. The bear chieftain, called the Crouching Bear, was split in half by Draupnir.

And the one who just got his face smashed like a balloon by Khan’s punch was the last one. This one was also a named chieftain. Something like Strong Jaw, if he remembered correctly.

“Well, it doesn’t matter.”

Strong Jaw or Hard Face, whatever.

Rumble!

As the chieftains were swept away helplessly, the rest of the beastmen were in disarray. Meanwhile, Khan’s comrades, who had been waiting outside, began to move. Their role was to reduce the number of fleeing beastmen by forcefully opening the tunnel entrance that Khan had damaged with Jan’s spell.

This hideout was one of the core shelters of the beastmen, filled with elite warriors who could make a difference on the front lines. If they could decisively reduce their numbers here, it would significantly lighten the burden on the front lines.

“Half of the chieftains who should be leading the front lines have been wiped out. If Ashfield is also taken down here, it should be enough to change the tide of the war.”

Come to think of it, the shaman was nowhere to be seen….

Having dealt with the chieftains, Khan’s attention turned to the shaman who should be in the hideout. Just then, dark magic began to surge from the direction Ashfield had been thrown. No, it wasn’t just the dark magic that was going wild.

“… This is.”

Another transcendent presence, a divine aura. The sticky dark magic rising from where Ashfield was, mingled with an emerald green aura, exponentially increasing its power.

The emerald green aura soon engulfed the dark magic as well, resurrecting Ashfield, who had died with his head and heart lost. And he could feel a gaze from where the head should have been empty.

“Beast God…!”

His entire body tensed up.


A God not belonging to the heavens, just like Karyan. The only God of the beastmen, who had absolute support from them.

『─────.』

Zing.

With a slight pain, the will of the transcendent being penetrated his mind, transmitting the Beast God’s emotions without any filter. Interest, joy, anger, rage…. Incompatible emotions swirled together, invading Khan’s mental world.

『So filthy.』

Then, the tenant in his mental world—a grudge—sent out a grumpy thought, and the headache that had been bothering Khan disappeared completely.

『The Beast God. There was nothing as crazy as him. Even though he wasn’t drunk on chaos, he was harder to predict than those consumed by chaos.』

This was something he didn’t know.

Even if he knew of the Beast God’s existence, there hadn’t been enough exposure for the player to know about his nature. Even when the beastmen was destroyed in the war against the empire, the Beast God had never revealed himself much.

So why now? Why was he revealing himself before Khan now?

“It’s me.”

『──────.』

At that moment, the Beast God once again spread his will.

“……”

“……”

Like a lie, the entire area fell into a silence as if devoured by stillness.

“What’s wrong with them all of a sudden?”

“Ron, look over there!”

Their comrades, charging forward from the rear while cutting through the beastmen in a straight line.

“Oh… I never imagined he would descend in person…”

The shaman, scattering emerald green light through his closed eyelids.

“Tsk….”

Gordi Khan clicked his tongue in annoyance.

『───.』

Only the Beast God, who had taken over Ashfield’s body, could move freely in the silence.

At least hundreds to a thousand elite beastmen members had frozen as if turned to stone, their heads twisted grotesquely, all staring towards the Beast God.

『You. God? Human?』

A sentence, properly structured, carried the will of the Beast God to Khan. The words were awkwardly arranged, like someone struggling with a foreign language, but the meaning was clear enough.

The intense curiosity of the transcendent gaze replaced the clumsy sentence.

『Asking. God? Human?』

“I don’t know, you bastard.”

『Not. God. Not. Human. You. What. Answer. No. Die.』

What the hell is this bastard saying?

Just as Khan frowned at the increasingly crude words of the Beast God—

Crash… Boom──!!

A collision occurred between Ashfield’s resurrected body and the spot where Khan stood, shaking the entire hideout. Following this, five or six more loud bangs erupted in succession.

No one could comprehend the course of the collision. Even the person who responded to the sudden onslaught could barely manage to counterattack and nullify it.

‘They said he’s crazy, and his temperament is incredible…!’

Drip.

The attack, which he couldn’t completely block, left a long scar on his forearm, with blood flowing in three streams to the ground. Moreover, the claw marks of the beast were not only on his forearm but also on Khan’s thigh and shoulder.

Khan, belatedly realizing the presence of his wounds, furrowed his brows. He thought he had read the signs of the power and raised the ash to block it all. But he had been injured by the Beast God’s attack.

‘I wasn’t injured.’

The wounds just appeared. The moment the Beast God’s power was activated, the injuries on Khan’s body were already a certainty.

『Why. Not. Death. Fate.』

If roughly interpreted, it seemed to mean, “You should have died, so why didn’t you?”

He had a rough idea. The ash-gray Khan possessed must have protected his body from the influence of the power. The Beast God’s power was of the type where one had to die the moment it was activated.

“What kind of power is this…?”

Suddenly, he realized anew.

The power of the ash-gray was never absolute.

Most importantly, he was just wielding it without truly understanding it. To fight against such monstrous beings, he needed to delve deeper into the nature of the ash-gray.

『You. Remember.』

The Beast God, who had made Khan reflect on himself by displaying his savage power, spread a low, threatening will. Leaving behind a menacing will, promising to remember him, Ashfield’s body began to rapidly disintegrate. It was the cost of the backlash from using the Beast God’s power.

That wasn’t all.

“Oh, God of the tribe…”

“Oh, God of the tribe…”

The bodies of the beastmen members, which had been frozen since the Beast God’s appearance, also began to disintegrate like Ashfield’s. The gruesome sight of the beastmen members’ sturdy bodies, tougher than most orcs, melting down like slime made Jan retch and gag.

Then, through the mouth of the shaman, the Beast God, with his emerald green eyes, uttered his final words. They were so clear that his previously awkward speech felt like an act.

『Soon. I will come. Before chaos arrives─』
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Chapter 296. The Great Forest (3)

“Let go, let go…! Are you not afraid of our God?”

“Just beat him up and take him away. Ah, and have a polite and considerate conversation with him, the church way. Can you do that?”

“Sir, I am a paladin.”

“Yeah, yeah. Sorry for doubting you.”

“… Then, excuse me for a moment.”

Leo, who responded with a firm affirmation of being a paladin when asked if he could make the shaman talk, dragged the lone surviving shaman somewhere within the hideout.

『Tsk, dirtying someone else’s house with your muddy feet. What a nasty beast.』

‘Since when did my mind become your house?’

『Heh heh. What does it matter…. I have received your thanks. I’ll clean up the mess that rude beast left behind.』

There’s no communicating with him.

The Spirit of Resentment’s voice, which called Khan’s mental world its home, gradually faded away. It left with the nonsensical statement that Khan should be grateful for preventing the madness spread by the Beast God’s will from tearing through his mind.

‘The Beast God. The Beast God, huh….’

Despite the nonsense, the Spirit of Resentment’s words did contain some meaningful information about the Beast God.

A God more unpredictable than those consumed by chaos.

A God who spreads madness just by existing.

A type he really didn’t want to encounter. A lunatic who acts as he pleases, sacrificing his followers, the beastmen, without a second thought.

‘Since such a reckless madman said he’s coming soon, running away isn’t an option….’

It wasn’t an option anyway. To prevent the Great Forest’s schemes, he had to at least deal with either the Beast King or the Grand Shaman, who unified the forest tribes.

And if it’s a lunatic like the Beast God, it wouldn’t be surprising if he chased him to the ends of the continent to cause havoc.


‘Going to the frontlines… No, I can’t go to the frontlines. If the Great Forest’s true aim was war, both of them would have shown up there. The frontlines aren’t the answer.’

In the game, the two named characters actively roamed the battlefield, threatening the empire. However, in the current world, where many things had changed, they were hiding somewhere in the Great Forest, not showing themselves. The meaning of this was clear.

“The situation has become more complicated than I thought.”

Khan, after organizing the rough situation, concluded aloud. Strength versus strength. Troops versus troops. The Empire versus the Great Forest.

If it were a simple war, he would just have to invade the depths of the Great Forest and take down the Beast King and the Grand Shaman. The reason the Great Forest could continue the war was precisely due to their presence. After that, the tribes would naturally fall apart.

But from the moment the Beast God got involved, this could no longer be seen as a simple war.

‘Then, I’ll have to change my approach a bit.’

“Veil.”

“Yes…?”

“The Arch Mage residing in the fortress. Does she deal with spatial magic?”

“… That’s correct. The Magi of the Magic Tower even moved some of the tower’s facilities to learn spatial magic from her. There’s no doubt about it.”

‘Not just a witch anymore, but an Arch Mage. She’s really made it…’

Predicting the movements of someone far away is tough even for the Empire’s renowned commanders. But if the opponent is Ludmilla, it’s not so difficult.

If the Arch Mage defending the only fortress on the front line that hasn’t been captured is indeed Ludmilla, she will stop crouching and launch an offensive the moment she spots a gap in the enemy’s defenses.

She has the mind to deduce the right answer from even trivial clues.

‘Though I haven’t heard the details due to the urgency, Maya forming a detached unit and infiltrating is likely a coordinated move with Ludmilla. In that case, rather…’

Veil glanced at Khan with slightly uneasy eyes.

Asking about the Arch Mage in the fortress, then falling silent for a while, deep in thought—these were the intellectual actions that surprised him, given his knowledge of Barbarians.

The notion that Barbarians, who cannot handle mana, are an inferior race is common knowledge. Yet here was Khan handling dark mana. The descent of the God of the Great Forest showing interest in him had already defied conventional wisdom.

‘Ah, come to think of it.’


Amidst all the unrealistic events they’ve been through, a memory surfaced.

‘By now, those attacking the Demonic Realm should have returned to the front line, shouldn’t they…?’

***

“This is troublesome, Natrix.”

“What are you nagging about this time…!”

“Nagging? When have I ever done that?”

“Don’t be ridiculous! Every time you open your mouth, it’s about maintaining the dignity of the interim Borderland Marquis, or about how I need to go around in human form because people are scared… I’m sick to death of it!”

“Sigh.”

Like a parent troubled by a child’s tantrum, Neria, the head maid of the Canuta Borderland Marquis’s domain and the head of the Interracial Harmony Bureau, crossed her arms and sighed.

“You can’t help it, can you? Natrix, you boldly declared that you would take on the role of the fortress lord until Khan returns.”

“T-That was…!”

“Khan was caught in the vile schemes of demons, so Ludmilla took responsibility and went to the Emperor herself, saying, ‘No one shall question who is fit to be the lord in the Borderland Marquis’s absence’! She declared that the great dragon here would handle the nobles’ opposition in Khan’s stead…”

“Stop, stop! I get it already!”

A small girl with sky-blue hair and horns sticking out of her head fumed and waved her hand. Then, a multitude of lights enveloped the girl, and when the lights faded, the girl was gone.

“Is this better?”

“Yes, it’s wonderful!”

Neria, the new high elf of Paradise, clapped her hands in delight.

Where the girl had stood, there was now a woman who looked like what the grown-up version of the sky-blue-haired girl might have been. The sharp gaze, which could hide her somewhat sulky expression, exuded an imposing aura, and the curves that the wide dress and cape could not conceal made the woman appear completely different from the girl.

“Damn it… Do I really have to be in this uncomfortable form?”

“Temporary Lord, please don’t say that. People pay a lot of attention to their leader’s appearance. Think about it. Wouldn’t a beautiful queen who’s hard to approach be more attractive as a leader than a little girl who barely reaches their chest?”


“Even so…! Saying that my usual form is that of the daughter of a fake image and that I’m filling in for the absent Borderland Marquis is complete nonsense!”

“Oh dear.”

The corners of Neria’s mouth curled up slightly. It was a smile born not of difficulty but of amusement.

“According to Imperial law, it’s true, isn’t it? The opposition from the Elector and Imperial nobles who couldn’t give territory to a barbarian was crushed thanks to the current absent Borderland Marquis holding the incredible title of a dragon’s mate.”

“Ugh…!”

If Khan heard this, he would be utterly shocked. After all, the current lord of the Canuta Borderland Marquis’s domain, bordering the Great Forest, was Khan. He had become a married man without even knowing it, and this fact had spread around the Imperial political circles.

‘Even so, this is a bit much…!’

As the reality she had been trying to ignore pierced her ears, the face of the now-adult Natrix turned red.

A mate? Since when could a dragon become a human’s mate? Besides, dragons and humans couldn’t have children together…!

Although she accepted it out of a sense of responsibility, Natrix couldn’t help but blush. How could a dragon, who lived for an unfathomable amount of time, form a bond with a human who lived only a few decades?

The time gap between a dragon and a human was even greater than that between the old and the young. Even if it was a fake betrothal for the sake of appearances, the embarrassment was unavoidable.

‘Above all… I am a dragon…!’

Dragons were creatures of arrogance. This was no different for a hatchling like Natrix.

According to dragon customs, a match could only be made if their ranks were somewhat aligned, an unspoken rule. No matter how extraordinary Gordi Khan was as a mortal, he was still a mortal.

“The idea that I, a descendant of the great sea dragon…! Even in a fake betrothal with a mortal…!”

“Are you still concerned about that?”

“Of course…!”

“Hmm. But don’t you think Khan could someday become greater? Just like how I, who was merely a half-elf, became a high elf.”

Natrix thought Neria was too young to understand.

A mortal achieving transcendence? That was impossible. Dragons had watched countless mortals dream of transcendence and fail. In this world, transcendence was not something one achieved but something predetermined.

Just like how one was born a transcendent species, inheriting their rank from the beginning.

A human, born as a human, must die as a human.

Thus, she could declare with confidence.

“Hmph. If that guy truly transcends mortality, what’s a mate? I could even become his concubine!”

“Y-Yes? That much…?”

“That means it’s absolutely impossible!”

Only after snapping at Neria did Natrix, feeling a bit more at ease, recline on the lord’s throne.

“Ha… I’m getting tired. This is enough. Bring in the children. They don’t need these pointless procedures anyway.”

“Even so, some formality is necessary.”

Neria smiled sweetly and whispered into the air.

She was speaking to the numerous spirits guarding her surroundings.

And soon after—

Clang. Rumble…!

The heavy iron doors guarding the lord’s quarters began to open on their own. They were automatic doors crafted by the dwarven survivors who had joined the Canuta Borderland Marquis’s domain.

Rumble… Thud!

Through the open doors, four figures appeared.

Leniyar, the Sword Phantom, recently rumored to have become the new Sword Master after subjugating numerous demon realms with a single broken sword.

Aries, known as the Saintess, with the Pantheon Church proclaiming that the day the Goddess of Justice officially appoints her as an apostle is not far off, bringing hope to the people in a continent troubled by the proliferation of demon realms.

Ludmilla, who directly negotiated with the Emperor, placing Natrix in the fake role of Khan’s mate, and who was now called a Arch Mage instead of a witch.

“Ah, ahem. It’s been a while…”

Behind Ludmilla trailed a long-armed bald man like an attendant, Alejandro, who cleared his throat to announce his presence but faltered.

‘What, what is this.’

He thought it was a joyous day, with the strongest allies of their leader finally gathered in one place, and attempted to lighten the mood…

‘Damn it… Why is the atmosphere like this?’

After having the top of his head ripped off by Khan and subsequently shaving the rest, Alejandro couldn’t even wipe the cold sweat trickling down his head and trembled.

The subtle tension among the five seated individuals made his spine tingle.

“Everyone!”

At that moment, Neria’s cheerful voice broke the delicate standoff.

“Then… shall we start the discussion?”

Seeing Neria’s cheerful smile, Alejandro felt a sense of foreboding.

Acting without caution could be a death sentence.

“The discussion today is about who will take charge of the Great Forest subjugation mission under the name of Marquis Canuta— and also about a member of the Council of Truth who appeared in the Great Forest…”

Gordi Khan’s first companion and his betrayer, the lesser dragon.

“Mrs. Roswell… No, the treatment of Drake Tilly Ashanumos.”
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“It’s certain that Tilly Ashanumos, also known as Mrs. Roswell, has allied with the Great Forest. The information is reliable since the lord here confirmed it personally. Do you all agree?”

“Why do we need a discussion just to catch one lizard? Just tell me the location, and I’ll slice her up right away.”

“Haha… I appreciate your enthusiasm, but it’s not that simple.”

“Why? Is our ‘lord’… having a hard time killing a fellow lizard?”

Leniyar’s cold gaze was directed towards the high throne where the lord sat, revealing a hint of their differing statuses.

An adult dragon who had taken on a human form for the sake of acting as the lord and had been called the ‘Dragon’s Mate’ by those who had snatched the Borderland Marquis’s territory from the Elector family, along with an inscrutable high elf, and the witch who orchestrated all this…

‘Annoying…’

Ludmilla, who seemed indifferent and unaffected, did not sit well with Leniyar.

After all, Khan had plenty of support to act as the Borderland Marquis without needing to keep a thousand-year-old dragon close. Moreover, the fact that these three had taken the key positions within the most important fortress of the Borderland Marquis’s domain was another irritation.

“What do you mean by that, sword Phantom?”

“Nothing much? Just throwing it out there. Your sensitive reaction makes me think it might be true…?”

“Arrogant wretch.”

Rumble!

A dragon’s anger doesn’t end with just an emotional shift. The hall shook as if a great beast had roared, and the fierce aura of the dragon began to permeate the lord’s quarters.

“How amusing.”

However, Leniyar, exposed to the killing intent, merely chuckled. Aries, who watched with a blank expression, also seemed largely unaffected.

“With all this vigor, why don’t you ever step out from inside the fortress? I’m really curious about that.”

Drawing out the inner forged blade, Leniyar slashed through the storm-like killing intent and sneered.

“That kid paladin and I worked hard to secure the Borderland Marquis’s domain for you. Yet, you gather all these different races and do nothing to help the front lines…”

“Leniyar, that’s because─”


“You damned… Phew… I swept through the demon realms, and now you’re using us as if we’re your subordinates. Isn’t that a bit strange?”

“…”

Neria’s embarrassed and speechless reaction further irritated Leniyar.

Dragon’s mate? Temporary Borderland Marquis? Fortress lord? Interracial harmony? She didn’t care about any of that.

Gordi Khan—whether he took a wife or a concubine, it was none of Leniyar’s concern. What she felt towards Khan was a sense of indebtedness, not romantic feelings.

‘That kid paladin must feel the same way.’

The platinum-haired paladin, still silent, likely shared the same indifference towards who was engaged to whom.

Leniyar and Aries were concerned about something else entirely.

“Are you seriously thinking that bastard’s already dead and plotting something else? Huh?”

The suspicion that they had changed their attitude after seizing the Borderland Marquis’s domain as if they had a new agenda.

“… The frequency of demon realms is increasing. The civil war is becoming more chaotic.”

It was then that Aries, usually taciturn, spoke.

“The royal family is being kept in check.”

“With the war dragging on and a civil war breaking out, talks of losing power are naturally emerging,” Leniyar snorted.

Aries continued her words calmly, not responding to Leniyar’s remark.

“We can no longer neglect the war with the Great Forest. At this rate, we will collapse. Most importantly…”

Recalling the church’s message after subjugating the latest demonic realm, Aries frowned slightly.

“It seems a new divinity has emerged.”

“… Impossible. A new divinity? It’s never happened in countless ages—”

“It’s not entirely unprecedented. The Warrior God of Hoarfrost Gorge was originally human.”


The one who interrupted Natrix’s assertion was Ludmilla. Wearing a faint smile, she slowly approached the platform.

“Regardless of how the heavens immediately recognized it.”

Ludmilla’s and Natrix’s gazes met as Ludmilla reached just below the throne. Natrix’s fingertips trembled slightly.

The moment Natrix met Ludmilla’s eyes, she felt an odd sense of discord.

‘Just now…’

As she was about to summon her dragon eyes to identify the source of the discord, Ludmilla smiled and turned away from the platform.

“I understand your complaints. I’m not very good at considering others’ feelings, so I didn’t think this far?”

You probably didn’t care, Leniyar thought sarcastically, but Ludmilla didn’t react.

“As you know, we haven’t just been idling around either.”

“Hah. What, sending the special forces to raid the Great Forest’s hideout? Such a great deed.”

“That, of course, was a laborious task, but there’s something even more demanding.”

“…?”

Leniyar tilted her head in puzzlement.

For a mage powerful enough to be titled Arch Mage after surpassing the continent’s Tower Masters to say it was arduous? What on earth could it be? As Leniyar’s gaze filled with deep curiosity.

“The Great Forest, allied with demon contractors, will summon demons, and the moment they do, Midland and Hell will be connected. If it’s a passage wide enough for demons to travel, it should be easy for a few mortals to pass through as well….”

Leniyar’s eyes twitched at Ludmilla’s suggestive and meaningful tone. No way, could it be?

“Is that even possible…?”

“A foolish question. Have you forgotten why I’m called a Arch Mage?”

“Spatial magic…!”

“Yes.”


Ludmilla’s smile deepened.

Why would she, who had always outright rejected the persistent offers from the Magic Tower, suddenly accept the Tower’s mages?

In Ludmilla’s standards, the mages of the Magic Tower were mere imitators unworthy of the title ‘mages’, but at least in establishing magic as a scholarly discipline, they were genuine. With the help of numerous mages from the Magic Tower, masters of magical engineering like the dwarves, and the power of Dragon Natrix, Ludmilla had completely established her spatial magic.

“We… No, I intentionally let the Great Forest run wild. To gather enough sacrifices to cause a rift in the dimension. By doing so, I hope to open a passage connected to Hell. And I plan to seize that passage in reverse to reclaim the missing Maya.”

Into the unknown domain where one could interfere with dimensions using magic.

A new Sorceress had emerged, succeeding beyond her era and linking the legacy of the Sorceress Mortalia.

Amidst this historic moment, a long-armed bald man sulked alone in the corner.

‘Boss, please come back soon… At this rate, I’ll die from a nervous breakdown!’

***

‘Are they insane?’

Leniyar furrowed her brow upon hearing Ludmilla’s series of plans. So, they were deliberately neglecting… no, even encouraging the Empire’s chaos?

“I’m perfectly sane, so please don’t look at me like that,” Ludmilla said.

“Hah! You know you look crazy… Wait a moment.”

Realizing something, Leniyar stopped and stared directly at Ludmilla.

“The rumors about a spy within the Empire… Is that you too?”

“Who knows?”

Her evasive answer was more confirming than anything. This woman is out of her mind…! Leniyar seriously considered whether Khan’s plan could be trusted to this woman. If necessary, she was thinking about using force…

“Roswell.”

“… Why are you bringing up that lizard now, little paladin?”

Leniyar asked.

“The Empire’s information. You are feeding it to Roswell, aren’t you?”

“What?”

It was a story hard to believe. It was shocking enough that she was leaking the Empire’s information, but now she was in collusion with that suspicious lizard?

“That’s right,” Ludmilla confirmed.

“Unbelievable…! So, you really are in league with that lizard—”

“Of course, it wasn’t just one-sided. The drake is very interested in his life and also the movements of the Great Forest. We made a deal. We exchanged information about the Great Forest and the Empire.”

“So? Are you saying we should go easy on a double agent when we meet? Huh?”

“No.”

Ludmilla stamped her foot hard in response to Leniyar’s uncertain and cryptic tone.

Crash!

“Are you messing with me?”

The fortress, built by dwarven craftsmanship, was sturdy enough to withstand magical bombardment. Its strength was comparable to the Imperial Palace where the Emperor resided. However, the floor was cut away as if sliced by a blade following Leniyar’s stomp.

It was as if her entire body was sharpened like a blade.

“Hmm….”

Ludmilla looked at the cleanly cut floor and then responded, losing interest.

“Actually, I’d like to ask you to kill that drake if you find it. Make sure it’s done so thoroughly that there’s no chance of survival.”

“What?”

“I’m not sure why, but… that drake feels suspicious. It was always shady, but after he disappeared, it’s like something snapped. It’s hard to read its intentions. Twisted as it may be, it harbors goodwill towards him. It’s a huge wild card. So, I want it dead now. Understand?”

Leniyar didn’t bother to say that Ludmilla herself seemed the most dangerous. She was confident Ludmilla already sensed that. Instead, Leniyar pointed out a flaw in Ludmilla’s plan.

“Fine. Let’s say leaking the Empire’s information and inciting the war was for that damned plan. So? How can you be sure that taking control of the dimensional passage will connect to that bastard?”

“We need a medium. Something deeply connected to him.”

“Where would such a thing be…?”

“Blood. Not just ordinary blood, but someone with a strong, special lineage.”

Though Ludmilla did not know, it was the same principle used when Khan, caught in a dimensional collapse, reconstituted his body using Karyan’s blood.

“If it’s blood…”

In Midland, there was someone who shared the strongest bloodline connection with Khan.

“The Great Warrior?”

“Yes.”

The Great Warrior of the Hoarfrost Gorge and Khan’s biological father.

Gordi, the Apostle of the Warrior God.

“And just in case… I called a few more.”

Ludmilla smiled gently.

“By now, they should be sweeping through the front line and heading to the fortress.”

***

That was a catastrophe.

The chieftain commanding the Empire’s front line, the Roaring Lion, unconsciously took a step back and muttered.

“Those, those insane humans… what are they?!”

Crack!

“Kahaha─! Now these are worthy opponents─!!”

“Karyan, watch over our battle─!”

“Such lively beasts! We’ll keep them alive and take them back to Hoarfrost Gorge!”

As the gray wave surged forward, the front line fell like dominos.

Even the Empire’s knights felt like children before the ferocious Hoarfrost Gorge warriors, who tore and smashed them with their sharp claws. Are they really human? How can a human fight the Hoarfrost Gorge warriors bare-handed…!

The Roaring Lion, hesitating, swung his claws. These were the claws that could tear apart entire knight orders swarming in, no matter how heavily armored.

But it was all blocked so effortlessly.

Thunk.

“Impressive! A big cat!”

Just like a cat’s hiss, lightly.

The gray giant, who had intercepted the blow, displayed a ferocious smile, revealing all his teeth.

“You! I’ll present you as a gift to Khan!”

The strongest warrior of the continent, who had long been secluded in the far northern reaches, had arrived in Midland.

Leading all the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge.
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The gray wave cutting across the battlefield left both allies and enemies uncertain of its allegiance, mainly due to its sheer, brute-force charge that hardly seemed human.

‘Oh, an orc?’

No human would dare to physically confront a beastmen member. It would be more feasible to brawl with greenskins rather than with these interspecies beings whose claws could effortlessly shred armor with a mere touch.

Yet, there was a human, devoid of armor or even clothing, crashing into the beastmen and breaking them upon impact? It wasn’t unreasonable to think it was a new variant of gray-skinned orc. No, even orcs would be easily crushed by this gray orc.

“It’s a barbarian! Commander! It’s a barbarian from Hoarfrost Gorge!”

“What…? That inferior race? But don’t they stay secluded in the farthest reaches of the Northlands?”

“Does that matter right now!”

Indeed.

What mattered was that this barbarian was an enemy of the beastmen. And the enemy of their enemy could become a friend, at least temporarily.

“All units──!!”

Banner Lord Kamarun, commander of the frontline and bearer of the Emperor’s banner, roared with aura-infused shouts, bringing order to the chaotic front. Thanking Baron Petrov for alerting him, he devised the optimal strategy to support the barbarian’s direct assault.

‘The gods have blessed us.’

The barbarian’s onslaught created a gap in the beastmen’s lines. Normally, even a top-tier knight would struggle to charge through the beastmen, but since they were already wounded, charging across their wounds minimized troop losses.

“Break through!”

The lance charge led by Kamarun and his knights crushed the disordered ranks of the beastmen. Their formation, now beyond recovery, was further decimated by the devastating spells of the battle mages. With precise timing, the elite troops of the Empire began pushing back the front.

It wasn’t only Kamarun’s central army. As the central forces pushed back the beastmen, the left and right flanks of the beastmen had to retreat to avoid isolation, and the rest followed swiftly.

“… Unbelievable.”

Uwaaah!!

Amidst the soldiers celebrating their unequivocal victory and the knights quietly rejoicing, Kamarun muttered while staring blankly at the savage remnants left by the barbarian.

“The entire continent has been deluded.”


“Pardon? Commander, what do you mean suddenly….”

“The delusion that barbarian are an inferior race.”

What kind of inferior race can, with just about a hundred, decimate an army and overturn the tide of a war? With a hollow smile, Kamarun put his helmet back on.

“Let’s postpone the celebration. We head to the fortress of Canuta Borderland Marquis’s domain.”

***

When the Imperial forces led by Kamarun arrived at the fortress, they were greeted by a sight that left everyone slack-jawed.

“Oh my… What kind of magic is this?”

Haran, who appeared to be a simple old woman but was actually a Royal War Mage capable of obliterating hundreds with a single spell bombardment, wiped the wrinkles around her eyes with her robe sleeve. Unbelievably, she was shedding tears of awe.

“Sir Haran, what kind of magic is that?”

“Oh, Kamarun. Can’t you feel it? That’s no longer just magic. Yes, it’s a miracle… a miracle!”

“She’s lost her mind…”

Battle Mages, after all, were still mages, and communicating with them in such moments was as futile as ever. Kamarun had no choice but to dismount and walk directly towards the fortress.

The forward fortress of the Canuta Borderland Marquis’s domain was designed to house up to five thousand troops. This was considered quite large, and many things about it had changed from the Canuta forward fortress he knew.

“As expected, a fortress housing different races.”

The walls, which had been rebuilt taller and stronger after being destroyed by a beastmen invasion, now had thick vines growing on the outer surface, clearly the work of elves.

A small city and fortress where dwarves, elves, and dragons resided.

The sky above this forward fortress was filled with a dazzling array of magic circles. Dozens of magic circles, in the colors representing the five magic towers, overlapped and intertwined to create new ones, making it an overwhelmingly complex sight.

‘What are they planning to do with that…’

As a knight, Kamarun couldn’t discern the outcome of the magic circles, but he knew it would be used for something significant, so he had to approach the fortress.

“Halt. Are you Sir Kamarun?”


“…Yes, I am.”

Kamarun suppressed his shock at the sudden presence that had approached without a sound. It was as if this man had appeared out of thin air, positioning himself at Kamarun’s side with exceptionally long arms.

“I am Alejandro, a subordinate of the Borderland Marquis.”

“…! You, you’re the Borderland Marquis’s shadow?”

“Uh, yes, that’s correct.”

“As expected.”

Kamarun couldn’t hide his admiration upon recognizing Alejandro, the man with arms as long as a monkey’s.

A legendary assassin who had successfully eliminated the beastmen’s commander-level figures without ever being detected. The shadow of the Borderland Marquis, who had been nothing more than a rumor, stood before him.

‘To approach me undetected and within striking distance…’

Indeed, the rumors were true. No, considering that someone of Kamarun’s caliber hadn’t noticed, the rumors were even understated.

“But, what about that magic circle…?”

“Ah, it is the magic that the lord is preparing. She intends to disrupt the plans of the Great Forest with it.”

“Hmm, I see. A magic of the great dragon, it makes sense for it to be that spectacular. So? We plan to push the frontlines all the way to the Great Forest. What about the lord?”

“Of course, she intends to assist. You saw it earlier, didn’t you? The barbarian swarming in. It was the request of the Arch Mage of the fortress. And inside the Great Forest, the special forces are eliminating the chiefs. If all goes well, we might be able to end the war this time.”

“That makes sense. Ah, and before we head to the Great Forest, we need to get some supplies. Can we use the facilities of the fortress?”

The claws of the beast troops greatly damaged the equipment. Just a scratch would turn armor into rags, and even the high-quality weapons from the Empire’s armory would become unusable after a few clashes.

Naturally, additional supplies were being sent from the rear, but it would take considerable time for the supplies to reach the Imperial forces at the forward fortress.

In other words, Kamarun was indirectly stating that he intended to requisition the fortress’s supplies.

“Ah, don’t worry about that part.”

“Hey! Monkey! Unload the supplies!”


“I told you not to call me a monkey…! That damned dwarf!”

As if waiting, a dwarf poked his head over the wall and waved his hand.

Following him, an elf appeared.

Various elves, each stunningly beautiful enough to catch the eye from a distance, slowly transported heavy boxes down from the wall.

Their number reached nearly a hundred, and Kamarun’s mouth fell open as he checked the contents of the boxes.

“This, this is….”

“These are the equipment produced by the dwarves of the fortress. The mages of the Magic Tower have inscribed spells on them, and considerable magitech…? or something like that has been incorporated. The Director of Harmony specifically asked to use them appropriately and return them.”

“Thank you!”

Kamarun firmly grasped Alejandro’s hand.

With this amount of equipment, more than half of the frontline troops could be rearmed. And they were not ordinary mass-produced items, but magitech-crafted by dwarves?

If they had bought them in the name of the imperial family, it would have drained this year’s budget.

“There’s no need for maintenance! We can chase the fleeing beast troops right away. But… where are the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge who went ahead of us? I’d like to greet them separately.”

“Ah… they are not in the fortress.”

“Not in the fortress? Don’t tell me they lost their way?”

Kamarun sensed a strange foreboding from Alejandro’s deep sigh, and he sent a look that said, ‘It can’t be, right?’ Alejandro shook his head vigorously, confirming his ominous feeling.

***

“Master. Up ahead…”

“Yes, I know.”

The oppressive humidity of the Great Forest felt particularly clingy, a sensation that was no mere illusion.

After encountering the Beast God, the group had diverted from the frontline and headed deeper into the Great Forest. The Beast God had sacrificed the scouts meant to relay information about Khan, thus believing their identity remained concealed.

And finally, they found it.

“Demon contractors… It looks like they’re planning to summon a demon here.”

Before the beast tribes unified under the Beast King, the land, once territory of the beastmen, had long since been transformed by the corruption of dark magic.

Tree branches reached out like the tentacles of grotesque creatures, and flowers grew mouths that emitted horrifying screams.

‘What a twisted taste.’

Not all areas affected by dark magic transformed in this way. It must be due to the preferences of the demon dominating the area.

‘It’s not Calisidus. He’s more of a refined type. So, it must be…’

Behelanokto.

The master of Calisidus and the legitimate heir among the great demons like Esperus. That was the demon about to descend now.

‘This is troublesome.’

Unlike Aecharis, who appeared frequently in history, there was very little information about Behelanokto. His name barely came up occasionally. In hindsight, they should have extracted more information from Esperus….

“Benefactor, what shall we do? Should we move in now?”

“Hmm… It seems we still have some time.”

“They could discover us any moment. Wouldn’t it be better to strike first, boss?”

He was right.

No matter what tricks they planned, it was best to crush them all.

“Then, let’s deal with the demon contractors first─”

Crack! Boom…!

“Ambush!”

“No, it’s the beast troops! But… why are they here instead of at the frontline?”

The demon contractors muttered in bewilderment. At the most unexpected moment, a massive number of beast troops surged forward, overwhelming the view. The beast troops, seemingly chased by something, ran without looking back.

Khan’s group quickly retreated to the higher branches of the trees, exchanging glances.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Could the special unit have been discovered…?’

‘No way, everyone who saw them is dead, right?’

Such thoughts passed between them through their eyes. From behind the beast troops, a strange group appeared, laughing madly while clutching chunks of meat in both hands.

“Ha ha ha! Hunting! This is fun!”

“It reminds me of the warrior’s trial…! Run faster!”

Throwing aside the meat chunks, which had become a mess from being used as weapons, the madmen grabbed new beast troops and swung them like weapons. Their appearance—gray-skinned barbarian massive enough to be mistaken for orcs—made Khan cough awkwardly.

‘Why are those lunatics here…?!’

Weren’t they supposed to be unable to leave because they were guarding the seal? He barely had time to process the situation with his confused mind.

『Insects, how dare you cause such a commotion….』

A demon contractor, covered in an enormous amount of dark magic, blocked the path of the barbarian. His presence was clearly beyond mortal limits.

The demon contractor, who had received a low level of power from Behelanokto, the heir of the great demon, had appeared. No matter how barbaric, it was true that they were powerless against a transcendent being that had begun to shed its mortal limitations.

Khan, who had no choice but to confront the demon contractor directly, saw a massive figure abruptly charge into his line of sight.

Crash─!

“Foul power! Destroyed!”

“Great Warrior?”

“Huh?”

The Great Warrior, who was inexplicably crying, held a huge lion beast in one hand and kicked the demon contractor, causing him to explode. He then looked up upon hearing a familiar voice.

“Khan?”

“Great Warrior. What about the seal… why are you here…?”

At that unexpected reunion between father and son, both were bewildered.

『Found you. The one mixed by the gods. It’s you.』

The voice imbued with transcendent energy came from afar, and by the time it finished speaking, it had drawn alarmingly close. The beast troops fleeing began to fall into madness, invoking the name of the Beast King.

『How dare you! Insect, lay hands on me──!!』

The demon contractor, thought dead at the Great Warrior’s hands, suddenly reappeared from the shadows of the trees, completely unharmed.

In this situation, on the verge of exploding, the reunited father and son exchanged smiles, as if reflecting each other. The Beast King of the Great Forest? Demon contractors? Even with such formidable enemies spewing killing intent at them, they seemed utterly fearless.

“Warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge! It’s a festival─!”

Uooooooh──!!
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“Embrace your noble death─!!”

“Karyaaaaan!”

“You, you crazy bastards! Enough already…!”

Though there seemed to be a voice attempting to dissuade them at the end, the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge paid it no mind. Surrounded by formidable foes, both the beast troops and the demon contractors, they instead went even wilder as if they were dominating the fight.

“What kind of strength do these guys have…!”

“Just think of them as orcs, not humans!”

“What kind of orc fights like a master of weaponry─!”

Everywhere, beast troops who had felt the Beast King’s presence and stopped fleeing were charging bravely, only to be swept away in return. The claws and tough hide that deflected blades, which the beast troops prided themselves on, were utterly useless.

“Ha ha ha…! This great sword is to my liking!”

“A fine pet great sword!”

“It’s a festival─! Only strong ones here!!”

A barbarian, abandoning a perfectly good weapon, grabbed a struggling beast troop and swung it like a weapon. Another barbarian praised him, exchanging punches with the beast troops. Excited by the life-or-death struggle they hadn’t experienced in a long time, some barbarian jumped right into the fray, causing a bloodbath.

‘Crazy bastards….’

Eson swallowed a curse as he watched the barbarian sweeping the battlefield. He thought he had gotten used to them after going through the warrior’s trial in Hoarfrost Gorge and living with them….

“You. Your arm is broken! I’ll fight in your stead!”

“An arm can be reset!”

Crack!

“Dirty magic user! Let’s fight─!”

“Damn it…! Are these really humans?!”

“Tarak! How dare you hog all the strong foes! How insolent!”


“Dirty bastards! I’ll kill you!”

“Damn it…! Are you not afraid of the power of demons?!”

Boom!!

Even with a broken limb, they’d reset it and continue fighting. Some barbarian even recklessly attacked the demon contractors preparing for the demon’s descent.

“They fight too recklessly…!”

Crush!

Watching Tarak smash the head of a demon contractor and then kick the regenerating body to pieces, Eson sighed. He didn’t even look as he swung and broke the neck of a beast troop attacking from behind.

‘What a mess!’

But what concerned him more was the area where Hoarfrost Gorge’s Great Warrior and his son, Khan, were facing off against the enemy.

The fact that Khan, who was reported missing in the phenomenon called dimensional collapse, was in the Great Forest was baffling. However, the situation was too tense to ask questions.

『I’ll kill you! How dare an inferior species lay hands on me─!』

From the entire body of Julian, the contractor of Behelanokto, a sticky darkness poured out like mucus.

It was no ordinary darkness. True to his epithet as the “Bearer of Darkness,” Behelanokto wielded darkness as his own power, and the darkness Julian unleashed was a fragment of Behelanokto’s.

『Die─! Inferior species…!』

The darkness, which devoured even light, moved like a living creature, trying to engulf the Great Warrior.

“Hmm! Filthy power!”

The Great Warrior was also an apostle of a God. Not just any God, but the Warrior God Karyan, who had even the highest gods at his feet during his mortal days.

“Huup!”

Crack.

The sound that resonated from the Great Warrior’s clenched fist echoed across the entire battlefield. It was so distinct that everyone’s attention shifted to him.


Boom!

As he stepped toward the advancing darkness, the ground shook with a deep rumble reminiscent of a giant’s stride. By then, Julian’s face, shrouded in darkness, began to contort.

‘An inferior species dares…!’

Julian was a descendant of a noble house annihilated by the Imperial family. An old head of the house, unable to let go of his greed, turned to dark magic, sacrificing hundreds of his people alive to regain his youth. The entire house was burned by the hands of the Imperial battle mages.

Julian, who had been outside the family’s territory to find new victims to please the old head, was the sole survivor.

‘What’s so wrong about using a few insects…!’

Surviving alone, Julian swore revenge. Fortunately, the power for his revenge was close at hand. He began to master the dark magic left by the old head, and within a few years, Julian surpassed him, catching the attention of Behelanokto.

Behelanokto saw potential not in Julian’s talent for dark magic, but in his inherently twisted human nature, and infused Julian with his own darkness.

Thus was born the demon contractor, Julian.

『Behold. Witness the difference between you inferior beings and the noble me…!』

Boom!

Darkness spewed from Julian’s body, forming into specific shapes. Liches, death knights, ghouls, wyverns… All powerful undead known by name, forming an army that filled the Great Forest in an instant.

『Kneel……!』

Swoosh─ More darkness surged from above Julian’s head. The darkness transformed into curses.

Even a brief exposure would crush and melt a normal human’s bones, subject them to endless nightmares until their souls dissolved while still alive, and drive them mad with insanity. These horrific curses manifested, fueled by Behelanokto’s darkness.

If Ashfield, the contractor of Calisidus, had seen this, he would have been shocked by the overwhelming power.

‘Yes, this is it! With this power, I will bring down the Empire!’

Julian’s full power, never shown before, was enough to destroy a major city of the Empire in an instant. And the Great Warrior standing alone before him seemed incredibly insignificant.

However.

“Hmm!”


The Great Warrior, Gordi, did not retreat an inch.

All the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge underwent the same trials and grew under the same harsh conditions. Yet, Gordi became the Great Warrior for one reason only: his unparalleled strength.

Barbarians, deprived of mana in the chaos-infested lands, relied solely on their pure physical strength and skills. Gordi’s overwhelming power, enough to challenge the barrier of transcendence, was what made him the Great Warrior. And now, as an apostle of Karyan-

Slowly, he drew his fist back and then thrust it forward.

Boom…!

The thunderous sound that erupted from his clenched fist deafened everyone. In contrast, his fist moved forward ever so slowly. By this time, the darkness Julian unleashed had reached right in front of the Great Warrior, ready to devour him with its gaping maw.

And then.

At the moment when his fully extended fist met Julian’s darkness,

Boom───!!

The ground quaked as if an earthquake had struck, and the sky screamed with the roar of thunder.

Crack, boom! The darkness shattered, literally breaking apart. The sticky darkness, flowing like liquid, shattered like glass. Julian’s eyes widened in shock.

But the Great Warrior’s fist did not stop there.

Boom, boom, boom!!

Named undead, each powerful enough to raze a city, were all swept away in the trajectory of his punch. Even the supposedly immortal undead, sustained by dark magic, disintegrated completely, leaving not even a bone fragment behind. The army of the dead, capable of annihilating an entire imperial city, was obliterated in an instant.

『What……!』

Julian’s panicked voice rang out. The overwhelming violence, having destroyed the darkness borrowed from the Scion of the Arch Demon and ground the army of the dead to dust, surged toward him.

It was a clear death, an unparalleled fear he had never felt before.

『Don’t, mock me─!!』

Julian clenched his hand in the air, and Behelanokto’s darkness formed a sword in his grasp. It was a blade crafted from the power itself, even dispelling the darkness that had shrouded Julian.

“This noble Julian Kyris! To be bested by a mere inferior species who doesn’t even qualify as a commoner!!”

A hunchbacked old man with stark white hair and a face marked with liver spots—this was Julian. A revenant, clinging to life for the sake of revenge. Despite his house having been destroyed over a hundred years ago, he still considered himself a noble.

“How dare you─!”

Julian roared, swinging his sword with a grace that belied his decrepit form. It was the swordsmanship of the Kyris family, who had produced numerous knights. Even as a demon contractor, he never abandoned it. Now, the blade, infused with the dark energy of the Monarch of Hell instead of a blue aura, aimed to tear apart the Great Warrior’s fist.

But Julian overlooked one crucial fact: the Great Warrior was not one-armed.

“Hmm…!”

Right after destroying the darkness of Behelanokto and the Lion’s army, the Great Warrior, who had been holding his other arm back, let out a strange battle cry, producing a thunderous sound.

Boom…!

The thunder, which had been waiting to be released, smashed Julian’s head.

Thud─.

The battle between the two Apostles of Gods ended in such a dishearteningly anticlimactic moment.

***

“Boring!”

“After killing them all, you find it boring…?”

Within mere minutes of the Hoarfrost Gorge warriors’ intervention, Julian, the leader of the demon contractors, had been killed.

And it was by the hand of just one person.

‘Without even using his divine powers…?’

What stunned Khan even more was that the Great Warrior had defeated Julian without utilizing any divine powers. He had purely used his own skill to kill an apostle wrapped in the mantle of transcendence.

If he were to unleash Karyan’s powers, even the most formidable transcendent beings wouldn’t stand a chance. A man like that had been confined to the north in the game, not even earning a name for himself.

‘How terrifying….’

It seemed Khan wasn’t the only one with these thoughts.

『…A dangerous human indeed.』

There was no mistaking the unease in the Beast King’s voice, rapidly closing the distance. The martial prowess the Great Warrior had displayed was truly terrifying.

Yet, the Beast King did not turn back.

『But that’s all there is to it.』

When the Beast King finally appeared, he did not seem particularly remarkable. Compared to other beast troops, he looked almost frail, his broken claws a pitiful sight.

-Only his eyes, glistening with madness, stood out.

“Human…?”

Ron muttered as he saw the Beast King’s tattered form. Unlike other beast troops, the Beast King had a purely bestial face, devoid of any human features. Below the neck, however, he had a human body, with sharp fangs betraying his beastly nature.

He was a variant, more human than beast, and a pariah even among the beast troops.

Crack! Crack, crack!

It was then. The Beast King’s body, initially the size of an average human, began to grow larger, his flesh covered by dark green fur. He transformed into a massive wolf, standing on all fours.

Awoooo!!

The Beast King’s howl was answered by the beast troops, who were fighting fiercely against the barbarian.

The bodies of the beast troops, a mix of human and beast, began to twist. They grew larger, fully transforming into beasts, and stood on all fours like the Beast King.

『It is time to hunt, you fools…』
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Roar!!

The beastified beast troops became tougher and grew sharper claws. They seemed to have lost their reason entirely, ignoring the deaths of their comrades and even sacrificing themselves to sink their fangs into the enemy.

“They’re nothing but beasts!”

This was the remark from Tarak, the First Warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge, after he literally crushed a beastified beast troop.

With Tarak’s skills, the beast troops were not particularly challenging opponents. He possessed the brute strength to cut down the supposedly tough beastmen of Hoarfrost Gorge with a single strike. However, the situation changed after the beast troops underwent their transformation.

Crack! Snap!

The great sword lodged in the back of a beast troop, crawling on all fours, stopped midway, unable to penetrate further. Tarak tried to twist and withdraw the sword, but the internal muscles clamped down on it, refusing to let go.

“Grr─!”

As Tarak attempted to retrieve his sword, another beast troop lunged at him, its head split open by an axe that also shattered the head of the troop clinging to Tarak’s sword.

“Tarak!”

“Pashantu!”

The owner of the axe was Pashantu, the Black Wing Duke’s Great Warrior from the Argon Kingdom and Tarak’s wife. With movements as swift as a leopard, she retrieved her axe and smacked Tarak on the back.

“Get a grip!”

“Ugh, I could have handled it…! Ouch! Stop hitting me!”

Each time Pashantu’s hand struck Tarak’s back, a vicious cracking sound echoed, but no one intervened. Everyone knew better than to get involved and risk getting hit as well.

“That’s why… they say marriage is a grave. Don’t you think so, Leo?”

Crunch!

“I am a Paladin.”

“Paladins can marry, can’t they? And priests, too, often have a child or two. Isn’t your family a lineage of clerics?”

Crunch!


“Well… that’s… ugh! It’s a privilege for nobles! And… there are cases where children orphaned by dark sorcerers are taken in by monasteries as adopted children.”

“So that’s how it is. Oh dear…!”

Despite their seemingly leisurely conversation, the number of beast troops killed by the pair was too many to count.

Leo, having regained the strength comparable to the peak of ‘Traitor Leonir,’ and Ron, heavily armed with magitech from the Tower, were performing admirably even among the barbarian.

Yet, compared to others, they still felt lacking.

Boom! Boom─!!

With a single gesture, Jan drew dozens of magic circles, continuously unleashing gray spells large enough to demolish an entire mansion. Supporting him was the magical swordsman Veil, who expertly wielded lower-tier spells in combat to efficiently cut down beast troops.

And above all….

“They’re absolute monstrosities.”

The Beast King, who had made a grand entrance, was being utterly beaten by the three individuals.

Gordi Khan, the Great Warrior, and Maya Eldred had created a nearly stadium-sized void in the middle of the battlefield. The aftermath of their combat was so immense that neither beastmen nor Hoarfrost Gorge warriors could approach.

The battle was overwhelmingly one-sided. Anyone with eyes would see it that way, and Ron was quietly confident of their victory. But for some reason, he couldn’t shake off a peculiar feeling of unease.

‘It’s as if… it’s as if I’m missing something.’

***

The transformed body of the Beast King was almost reminiscent of an elephant.

And size in itself becomes a formidable weapon. In battles between humans, the difference in body size determines the advantages and disadvantages. Even in a fantasy world where mana and aura can overturn such differences, everyone currently facing the Beast King was far removed from such miraculous powers.

They fought relying solely on pure physical strength and combat skills.

Slash!

The Beast King’s massive forepaw, which could cover an entire upper body, slammed down on Draupnir’s blade. In the instant, Khan twisted his waist on his left foot to deflect the force. The Beast King’s claws slid down the blade.

Bang!


Khan’s fist buried itself into the Beast King’s empty side, causing a resonating thud throughout the Beast King’s entire body. The sensation felt as if he was hammering a fortress wall, not flesh and bone. The hardness of the Beast King’s muscles was on a different level.

Khan followed up with a swift kick aimed at the Beast King’s leg as it attempted to regain its footing. The bone at the joint broke and pierced through the skin.

It was an opening.

Crack!

The indomitable blade struck the exposed joint like splitting firewood. The Beast King bent one knee in response.

『Kraaah!』

As the Beast King screamed, a long spear was driven into its side, up to the handle. Maya, who held the spear, smoothly pierced the flesh as if wielding a Swordsmaster’s blade. Just as Maya drew her short spear from her waist,

Boom!

A force like his entire insides were twisting. With a sense of floating following the shock, Khan urgently raised the Indomitable and Draupnir in front of him. What he saw was the Beast King, supporting himself on his broken leg, having headbutted him away.

“So brutish…!”

Bang…!

The shockwave hit Khan almost at the same time he noticed the Beast King’s approach, sending him flying out of the battlefield. Even with Karyan’s eyes, he didn’t have time to comprehend the attack. The moment he sensed it was the same moment it struck.

Crash! Crash! Crack!

After crashing through more than ten trees and flying nearly a hundred meters, Khan finally came to a halt. As he landed, bracing for the impact on his back, a roar above his head announced the Beast King’s presence.

‘Authority…!’

He could tell without seeing it. The difficulty in responding to the Beast King’s attacks showed that it was using the Beast God’s authority in earnest. However, Khan couldn’t read the exact signs of the authority with Karyan’s eyes. While he pondered this mystery—

He immediately drew out the gray within. The exhilarating feeling and omnipotence filled his body, erasing all pain. He then swung Draupnir towards the front.

Bang! Crack, crack─!!

The strike collided with something invisible, producing a rough noise.

‘An afterimage?… No, it has substance…!’


The flickering illusion at the point of friction revealed the Beast King’s claws. A chilling presage ran down Khan’s spine—

Slash!

‘Damn it!’

There was no doubt. The Beast King’s attack patterns had changed. The ‘acceleration pattern’ and ‘scatter pattern’ seen in the game were gone. Now, he was dealing with substantial afterimages.

He suddenly felt a deep cut cross his back, but he couldn’t afford to pay attention. He thrust the Indomitable towards the Beast King, descending from above.

Rip!

“Using a broken arm as a shield…!”

『Kraaaa─!』

The Beast King, whose arm hung limply with broken bones, opened his vicious jaws wide. Just as Khan was about to thrust Draupnir into him. Crack!

Multiple afterimages appeared simultaneously, biting down on Draupnir and not letting go.

The choice was instantaneous.

Khan let go of Draupnir and Unyielding, and now bare-handed, wrapped his dark energy around his fists like gauntlets. With things as they were, he decided to knock out all his teeth…!

Just as Khan prepared to strike with the resolve to sacrifice an arm like the beast, a giant rock loomed into his view.

“Karyan─!”

Bang!!

A massive rock.

No, a great warrior shoulder-charged a wolf the size of an elephant. The bizarre sight of a 3-meter tall human sending a giant wolf flying with a body slam left them swallowing a laugh. Maya, who had joined late, drove the holy power, gray like ashes, through her entire body and struck the Beast King on the back.

Crack! Bang!!

The Yotun’s spear, a near-legendary weapon Khan had personally chosen for Maya in the past when her physical abilities were lacking, shattered the King’s knee. Maya, having created a perfect opportunity with a single attack, locked eyes with Khan.

『Hmm, a short while should be fine.』

The moment he grasped Draupnir, a voice filled with resentment echoed, and the giant’s blood remaining in the Heart of Gluttony ignited into flames.

Thud!

Feeling the power of gray sacred energy, dark energy, and bloodfire arts coursing through him, he leaped. Though it was a short distance, the afterimages stretched out from his incredible speed. Without giving the Beast King any chance to counterattack, Khan stomped right in front of him with a bang!

Until then, the King had been unable to launch any significant counterattack. Even in the slowed perception of time, the eyes of the beast, calm and unwavering, stared straight at Khan.

Even as an apostle of the Beast God consumed by madness, the beast’s eyes were eerily calm in the face of death. There was no sign of resentment for being attacked by many. It seemed to accept death calmly…!

Crack!!

When he felt a sense of unease and tried to withdraw his sword, Draupnir had already shattered the Beast King’ skull and burst his entire body.

He saw the beast’s will scatter and dissipate instantly. There was no doubt about his death; the death of the King of the Great Forest signaled the end of the war.

However, Khan couldn’t shake the feeling that he had missed something. As he traced the source of his unease, he came to a realization and stopped short.

“The Great Shaman…?”

That’s right.

Amidst the major events—the sudden rise of the Beast God, the descent rituals of the demon contractors, the appearance of the Hoarfrost Gorge warrior, and the Beast King’ assault—he had overlooked the fact that the Great Shaman had not shown up.

If the Beast King was the ruler of the Great Forest, the Great Shaman was like a high priest serving the Beast God. Infamous in the game for wielding strange and powerful shamanistic magic, had the Great Shaman intervened in this battle, it might have been impossible to kill the King.

Yet, the Great Shaman still had not appeared…?

‘I can’t help but think there’s some scheme at play.’

However, the Beast King, who could be considered an apostle of the Beast God, was already dead. They had lost many of their soldiers on the front lines, and half of the tribe leaders had been killed by him and his companions. What could they possibly be plotting now? The more he thought about it, the deeper his doubts grew.

“For now, let’s go back…”

Khan decided to return to the place where the battle had first erupted. As he made this decision, his gaze was suddenly drawn to the remains of the Beast King.

The Beast King, whose spirit had dissipated, was undeniably dead. This was a fact that remained unquestionable even now, and if he were to be resurrected, it would only be as an undead.

But then,

“Why hasn’t his soul vanished and remained here…?”

“My lord, is there a problem…?”

A soul that has left its body naturally faces annihilation. This is the natural order of the world, and unless it is a special case like a transcendent being, it is impossible for a soul to survive intact after leaving its body.

Yet, the Beast King’ soul, despite being shattered and scattered, had not completely vanished. It remained, still existing in its fragmented state.

‘What on earth is…!’

At that moment, a realization struck him like lightning. The Great Shaman, the deaths of the Beast King and his soldiers, the demon contractors, dark magic… The disjointed clues began to piece together in his mind.

There was only one thing the Great Shaman, who had never shown himself until now, could be doing. A primitive faith that diverged from any other magic, dark magic, or holy arts.

It required no special learning, only faith and prayers to the Beast God. The unique aspect was that the power of the shamanistic rituals was enhanced when the shaman themselves were used as the material. In other words, the Beast God was a mad God who made his priests sacrifice themselves.

And at this very moment.

Many soldiers had been driven to their deaths. Even the Beast King, an apostle of the Beast God, had thrown his life into a hopeless battle and calmly accepted death.

“What if it was an intended death from the start…?”

Could there be a more noble sacrifice than that? And if the deaths of all the soldiers were sacrifices to the Beast God, used as material for the shamanistic ritual? If the soul that had not disappeared was the evidence of that?

***

“O most foolish God, descend upon this world using our sacrifice as nourishment and fulfill your goal….”

We devote ourselves to you, our lord…

With those whispered words, the Great Shaman tore open his own chest with his hands. He then pulled out his still-beating heart, overflowing with life force, and raised it above his head.

Following his lead, numerous shamans who had not appeared on the front lines until now also tore open their chests and raised their hearts.

Thus, the shamans slowly—very slowly—accepted their deaths.

The God willingly accepted their sacrifice.

The souls of the Beast King’s soldiers, which did not scatter and stayed in place, returned to the God’s embrace.

『Ah. Ahhh. Children. Ah.』

Blood endlessly poured from the bodies of the priests who had torn out their hearts with their own hands.

『Pitiful. Yet. Joyful.』

The blood did not pool on the ground but gathered in the center left empty by the shamans who sat in a circle. Endlessly—endlessly….

Clank. Clank.

From the place now left with the cold corpses of the shamans, the sound of chains clinking echoed.

It was the sound made by the laws of the world that bound the divinity.

Clank. Crack!

Accepting the heartfelt sacrifices and prayers of his followers, the Beast God broke the chains that bound him.

『Finally. Now.』

Knowing that this act would bring certain doom upon himself.

He surrendered to madness.

Because he was certain that it was his role.

『The. Fate. Of. The. World. Has. Twisted.』
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‘… Beast God!’

Even without any omen, he could tell.

His grip tightened instinctively, and rigid breaths seeped through his clenched teeth. Along with that, every sense of his body, including his combat intuition, was sending out danger signals at full capacity.

Slowly, like ripples spreading across a lake, an unfamiliar noise began to permeate the entire Great Forest.

Chrrrk. Chrrk.

It was the sound of chains dragging on the ground. It was not uncommon for the forest’s beastmen to capture and imprison human prisoners, so hearing the sound of chains was not unusual.

However, the fact that the sound came from all directions at the same volume was clearly an abnormal phenomenon.

“My lord… this sound.”

“Yes. It’s the Beast God.”

Could there be any other candidate?

The insane God who had even announced his visit had finally descended. While his instincts accepted this, his mind found it difficult to comprehend. It was madness to descend to Midland instead of Heaven or Hell.

‘Even if the laws say they are watching me, it shouldn’t allow exceptions for others.’

Chrrrk. Chrrk….

As if announcing that the Beast God was moving, the sound of chains echoed again, exactly the same as before. It was impossible to predict when, where, or how he would arrive.

The three who had subdued the Beast King held their breath. Even the Great Warrior clenched his fist with a serious demeanor.

‘Where is he?’

The descent of a transcendent being inevitably accompanied an immense presence. If even a part of his consciousness could reveal such a presence, it should be possible to sense the Beast God anywhere in the Great Forest, considering it was assumed he descended in his true form.

But… there was no sensation.

‘No.’

Khan knew that he was the target of the Beast God, but this situation meant they had to give up the initiative and start the battle against a descended God. Given that they didn’t know how strong it is— they were almost certainly at a disadvantage—it was a situation that had to be avoided at all costs.


Chrrrk….

At that moment, an eerie pressure that would have made anyone sweat profusely with an ordinary body weighed down on them. There was only one man who could locate the Beast God.

“Ron…!”

***

Ron and his group were pushing back the mutated beastmen along with the barbarian.

They had been performing well against the much stronger beastmen than before, but against numerous enemies willing to sacrifice themselves in suicide attacks, it seemed they were ultimately outmatched.

Injuries began to appear among the barbarian.

Eventually, while trying to protect Jan, who was the least armored and a mage, thus the focus of attacks…

“Veil…!”

“I’m fine! It’s just a slight fracture… Damn it!”

“Hey, barbarian! If we keep this up, we’ll be picked off one by one! We need to stick together!”

“Hmm! Everyone! Gather around those friends─!”

“Follow Pashantu’s orders!!”

Brute force and individual might were no longer effective. Realizing this and forming a proper formation, they began to gain the upper hand against the mutated beastmen again.

Chrrrk.

At that moment, in the midst of the fierce battle, the same sound of chains that Khan heard reached everyone’s ears.

Simultaneously, “This, this insane…”

The beastly beastmen, having lost their sanity, began to tear their own chests with their claws, ripping out their hearts.

Jan, who had a weak stomach, began to vomit at the bizarre and horrific sight, while the others, who were in slightly better shape, listened closely to the sound of the chains.

“This sound…?”


“It’s not a hallucination. This seems to be related to that mad God of the Great Forest…!”

“A God? Are you saying this is a result of the Beast God’s machinations?”

Ron, looking bewildered, glanced at the beastmen dying while spewing an immense amount of blood. A God who sacrifices his followers without a second thought…. He had thought the God was insane from the start, but this was more fitting to call a demon.

Chrrrk. Chrrk.

And once more.

As soon as the sound of the chains was heard again, Ron suddenly closed his eyes where he stood. He sought to locate the source of the chain sound, which came from all directions, giving no clues about its origin.

Chrrrk. Chrrk.

Using his senses to locate was meaningless. Ron’s skills in detection and tracking were top-notch by mercenary standards. However, it was his innate intuition that allowed him to instinctively find the desired path, making him an effective guide in any situation.

Chrrrk…

He concentrated all his nerves on this sense, which could be called a sixth sense. Beyond his closed eyelids, the landscape of the Great Forest outlined itself in his mind. From Ron’s fingertips, imaginary threads extended in all directions.

First of all.

Even in this chaos, the lines that touched the demon contractors performing the summoning ritual rotted away. His intuition warned him of danger, and Ron ignored it.

Next, he found the safest path. The distance to this safe path was narrowing, and Ron was certain that Khan, who had vanished with the Beast King, was at the end of it. It seemed Khan was trying to join them upon hearing this sound.

‘Next…’

Countless other threads extended smoothly throughout the Great Forest.

It felt as if most of the beastmen had died at the hands of the Beast God, with no danger sensed. Soon, his head began to throb painfully. Despite the improved range and accuracy of his intuition since being with Khan, there was still a limit to the amount of information Ron could process.

Drip.

Blood began to flow from the holes of his face—ears, eyes, and nose. Yet, Ron did not stop using his intuition. He judged that if Khan was on his way, he would definitely need to know the Beast God’s location.

And finally—

“Guh-uhk—!!”


“Ron?!”

Leo supported Ron, who collapsed, bleeding profusely from every orifice. Blood trickled from his closed eyelids, and Leo hurriedly tried to use healing magic.

Tap.

“That… way…”

Ron, stopping Leo, pointed a trembling finger somewhere. What was he indicating? Leo’s gaze followed Ron’s finger, and almost simultaneously, with a tremendous roar, two figures swept past them into the depths of the Great Forest.

***

‘Visible…!’

For some reason, Ron, who had collapsed while bleeding, pointed in a specific direction, and Khan, running straight towards it, spread a grayish power throughout his entire body. That wasn’t all.

Dark energy naturally followed him, protecting his body, and the blood art of the Spirit of Resentment, which had already consumed more than half of the giant’s blood, erupted in flames.

“Beast God!”

Boom—!!

Khan’s hand, moving at a speed that distorted his vision, collided with something and tore apart. Draupnir’s blade screamed from the impact, and the subsequent surge of resilience struck something again, producing a resonant sound.

“Karyan—!”

The Great Warrior, who leaped over Khan’s head, thrust his foot towards whatever Khan had collided with.

Boom!

The ground, unable to withstand the impact, caved in. Despite the sudden disappearance of the ground beneath his feet, Khan remained undaunted, relentlessly launching attacks.

The Heavy Sword technique, perfected to an expert level, grew stronger with each successive strike. The weight of the sword increased tenfold, and finally, at its peak…

Chrrrk.

With the sound of chains, a bronze hand reached out and grabbed Unyielding.

Crack…!

‘What strength!’

Khan’s left arm turned even paler as he struggled against the sudden force. It was an overwhelming grip that was difficult to shake off even with his full power. In a contest of almost equal strength, it was the opponent who first yielded.

As the opponent released the tightly held axe, Khan momentarily lost his balance and leaned forward, his gaze finally meeting his opponent’s for the first time.

“…!”

The eyes, tinged with a deep dark green, were like those of a beast, swirling with immeasurable madness. Only then did Khan recognize the true form of his opponent.

Unkempt hair, long enough to touch the ground, resembled a lion’s mane. The sharp, chiseled features were as beautiful as those of an imperial noble, and the emaciated body, beneath the bronze skin, retained the curves of a woman.

And nowhere did she exhibit any features characteristic of a beastman.

It was as if she were human…!

Chrrrk!!!

At the unexpected appearance, Khan’s eyes widened. The thin arm, so slender it could be described as skeletal, thrust into Khan’s chest.

Rip—!

His chest, touched by the emaciated arm, caved in. Broken ribs seemed to pierce something inside, causing intense pain to follow.

“Stop—!”

The owner of the bronze arm couldn’t ignore the Great Warrior’s fist rushing from behind, so instead of finishing off Khan, who had sustained a clear fatal injury, she turned to respond.

Thanks to this brief respite, Khan, breathing heavily, spat out a mouthful of blood. His body, which was now only half human, quickly began to restore itself to its original state in that short moment.

However, this wasn’t good news. If things continued as they were, he would repeatedly get struck by those emaciated arms, depleting his blood to heal his body.

The problem was—there was no time to even think of a countermeasure.

“Very strong…!”

Even the Great Warrior had already taken several hits. No matter how absurdly tough his body was, it was impossible to keep enduring such ferocious attacks.

Boom! Boom, boom, boom!!

In the midst of a fierce battle that even Karyan’s eyes could barely follow.

Chrrrk!

He saw chains binding the Beast God’s emaciated limbs. The chains, having no physical form, could only be seen by Karyan’s eyes. And the moment Khan stared straight at them, he instinctively understood that these were ‘punishments’ imposed by the laws of the world.

Punishments for breaking the set rules and straying from the predetermined fate.

“… You’ve forsaken your divinity.”

“Yes.”

“By defying the laws and sacrificing all your followers who could send you their faith… thus, existing on the border between divinity and mortality…”

The Beast God, who had been fighting so fiercely that it left afterimages, suddenly stopped attacking as if in a lie. Regardless, the Great Warrior, puzzled, glanced at Khan after slamming his fist into the Beast God’s face.

“Hehe. Heh.”

The Beast God, laughing like an ordinary person with no trace of transcendence, grinned, her mouth tearing to both sides.

“You gave me the answer, chaos.”

Khan’s eyes narrowed sharply at the bizarre title, ‘Chaos’.

“Thanks to you, my mind is clear… The nagging voices constantly telling me to destroy humanity are gone… Ah, my children. My poor children… The hearts you sacrificed for me complete everything… My wish is to eradicate humanity from this world, but I don’t want to lose the freedom I’ve just gained. So, what should I—”

Crunch!

Suddenly, the Beast God shoved her fingers into her temple, tearing into her brain, causing Khan to fall silent.

“Ah… My mind is clear again… Heheh. Sorry… Maybe because I’m still halfway mixed, I keep hearing the nagging voices…”

The sight of a beautiful woman, who could be mistaken for a noble’s daughter if not for her disheveled appearance, tearing at her brain with a bright smile, was grotesque. It became clear why the Spirit of Resentment labeled the Beast God as the most insane God.

However, this was an opportunity. It might be the only moment when it was possible to converse with the deranged Beast God.

“… What is this nagging voice you’re talking about?”

“Ah… That voice constantly forces me to erase humanity… making my children wage wars… Hehehe. It’s been like this since I was born… When was I born again… I can’t remember. I clearly have memories, but none of them are real…! Yes! I remember why I became like this…!”

The Beast God, speaking incoherently, suddenly pulled out her hand and shouted.

“That voice…! I tried to understand what it was… I peered beyond the void…! I found out that all my memories were fake…! I, I…! I was a ‘manufactured God’ who moved according to the voice’s orders from the beginning…! Kyaaah! It still whispers to me even now! Can’t you hear this voice?!”

Why—!

“Can’t you hear this voice like I do—?! While you’re mixed like me…! Tell me. Tell me! Tell me how to stop hearing this voice!!”

Thwack—!!

As the Beast God screamed in agony, her head exploded with a pop. Blood and fragments scattered everywhere, and standing where her head had been was the owner of the enormous fist—the Great Warrior, who declared boldly.

“For a headache, a beating is the cure!”

Khan’s mouth gaped open in shock at the unexpected action, while the fingers of the headless Beast God trembled with rage.
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“What are you doing?!”

“For pain, a beating is the cure!”

“That’s not a cure; you practically set off a bomb!”

Why—!!

While the two bickered over the unexpected action, the Beast God, who had been trembling and headless, let out an almost agonizing roar. In that brief moment, her completely shattered head had fully regenerated.

“Hmm. It seems she needs more of the cure.”

“That’s exactly why you shouldn’t just punch her like that!”

“Such nonsense! It’s a proven method of discipline!!”

“Who exactly proved that…?!”

“Didn’t you grow up just fine?!”

Did I get hit too…? While clicking his tongue at the barbaric method of discipline, Khan noticed the increasingly abnormal state of the Beast God. It was even more grotesque than losing her head.

“I was kidnapped by the beastmen…! To survive, I had to become one of them…! I survived and became the God of the beastmen… But how could that be?! How could it be?!”

Boom!!

The Beast God’s figure vanished as she stomped the ground. She moved at a speed that even Karyan’s eyes couldn’t follow. The dark green hue of her madness lingered as an afterimage, and they locked eyes at a breath’s distance.

“Answer me—!”

“Why are you raging at me…?!”

Rip! Bang!!

Her emaciated fingertips ‘flew in’ on a straight path. By the time Khan noticed and reacted, the Beast God’s fingers had already struck his shoulder. It was a bizarre blow, as if the process of her attack was omitted, leaving only the impact.

‘Authority…?’

It was the same when he first faced the Beast God. He thought he had blocked her attack, yet his entire body was slashed by her claws. He hadn’t even detected the unique aura of authority.


Even the dark energy that covered him like armor peeled off under the impact that should have blown his shoulder apart. The Beast God’s eyes glistened with their characteristic madness. They were the eyes of a hunter who had found their prey’s weakness.

“Ah, yes! The ones who kidnapped me had those eyes! The eyes that look at prey!!”

The Beast God trembled violently, her hands shaking uncontrollably. Seeing her reflection in Khan’s eyes, she recalled a memory from her past. She wasn’t seeing Khan but someone from her memories.

And as if matching the past memory, her movements became rapidly clumsy. The sharpness of a beast’s instincts was gone. It was more like a child flailing against a rough hand. The axe and the magic sword came down to sever her arm.

“────!”

A scream that didn’t sound human escaped the Beast God’s mouth. In the next moment, her gaze changed as if she were placed in another scene from her memories.

“To survive, I had no choice!! I had no choice!! I am human… There was no other way to defeat the chieftain!”

“Damn it, seriously!”

Khan knew he had to attack before the severed arm regenerated. But the Beast God lunged at him first, attempting to bite his neck like a wild animal, despite having lost both arms.

Crunch!

Boom—!!

A chilling sensation brushed against his neck. The wound where the chunk had been torn out was fairly deep. If it had been just a bit deeper, his neck would have been severed. Even though Khan’s knee struck first before her teeth could sink in, it was a close call.

“Please…! Don’t hit me!! I don’t know anything….”

The Beast God, seemingly caught in another memory while enduring Khan’s attack, curled up on the ground, struggling. She spat blood and rolled on the ground as if she were being kicked around.

Yet, she had clearly stated that she was a manufactured God and that all her memories were fake. She had realized this from peering beyond the void.

So why was she still tormented by those memories?

Even knowing they were fake, why was she in agony as if they were real—

“I’ll become a beastman too…! I’ll betray humanity and tell you everything I know…!”

Chrrrk.

Khan’s gaze suddenly shifted to the Beast God’s flailing limbs. Her arms had regenerated, yet the chains around her limbs remained in place as if her arms had never been severed.


What did that signify?

‘That’s it.’

The reason the Beast God, having lost her divinity due to the laws and placed in a state between mortality and transcendence like Khan, could continuously regenerate her body.

The reason she was in such torment from fake memories, even while desperately trying to deny them. Those chains were the source of it all.

‘Then, the answer is clear.’

He had finally found the key to her downfall.

***

“Children, you must erase all humanity! That is my mission, and the reason you were born!”

The Beast God’s movements, recalling memories of when she became a God, became abruptly sharper. Utilizing her overwhelming physical abilities, even compared to the strongest of barbarian, she pressed down on the Great Warrior and Khan with such force that they couldn’t mount a proper offensive.

“Such a troubled child!”

“Dieee!”

Ignoring the pain, the Beast God took the Great Warrior’s fist, which was larger than her own head, head-on and plunged forward. It was a combat style unique to transcendents, treating the body merely as a shell.

The Great Warrior, struggling to properly throw a punch at close range, grabbed the Beast God’s wrist. With his other hand, he reached under her armpit and spun his body sharply.

It was a move from the close-quarters grappling techniques of the Hoarfrost Gorge warriors, known as Kartus.

Whirl!

The Beast God’s body, losing balance, flew through the air and crashed into the ground. Her entire body went limp after hitting the ground with her back. For an ordinary person, it would have been an instantly fatal or crippling blow.

But she didn’t care.

Crack.

The Beast God, with all her bones broken, stood up and slashed at the Great Warrior. He managed to block with crossed arms, but blood splattered from his body. As if to finish the job, the Beast God, like a beast, opened her mouth wide and her figure blurred.

“Ugh!”


In the next moment, moving like a possessed animal on all fours, she bit Khan’s ankle. Khan, who had been caught off guard while focusing on the Great Warrior, lifted his bitten ankle and slammed it down.

Crunch!

It was a powerful step, fully weighted. His half-torn ankle completely broke and bent at a right angle. But he achieved his goal.

Chrrrk.

Unable to withstand the shock, the Beast God’s body exploded. Khan reached out towards the chains left in place, trying to grasp the intangible ‘law’ itself.

“That can’t happen—!!”

At that moment. As if time reversed, the scattered fragments of the Beast God’s body reassembled at a speed unmatched by before.

Slash—

“Khan—!”

It was red. The whole world turned red as if soaked in blood. Then darkness fell, and his now acute hearing was overwhelmed by the Great Warrior’s roar. Temporary blindness. The Beast God’s claws had grazed both of his eyes. But Khan had another way of seeing.

Color returned soon enough.

The Beast God was screaming in pain. The emotion from her dark green aura was pure sorrow. And unlike the gray Khan carried, the Great Warrior, with his obnoxiously radiant golden holy power, was entangled with the Beast God, displaying intense emotion.

But soon, the Beast God repelled the golden brilliance. She then charged straight towards Khan.

‘Defense… is useless.’

Against the Beast God’s bizarre attacks, which rendered both defense and evasion futile, and with his proper vision lost, reacting was nearly impossible.

Whack! Boom—!!

Squelch! Crack!!

Attacks disregarding defense flew back and forth—each aimed solely at wounding the opponent. Each time the dark green claws of the Beast God scraped at Khan’s gray aura, the twin blades imbued with the gray essence hacked away significant chunks of the dark green mass.

However, the mass would soon regrow and press Khan even harder. Even without seeing it with his eyes, Khan knew. The destroyed body was being restored. But unlike before, Karyan noticed a pattern in the restoration process.

Chrrrk.

It was the chains. The chains of the law that stripped her of her divinity were keeping her at the boundary of transcendence. Each time Khan’s gray aura chipped away at her divinity, the chains would reinfuse her with what had been taken.

This was the crucial clue confirming his suspicion that the chains were the key to her defeat. The problem was—he had no way to break those chains. How does one break the law itself? How could he destroy chains that even the gray-imbued blades couldn’t penetrate?

Slash!

At that moment, the golden glow—the Great Warrior—stumbled as if gravely injured but then leapt onto the Beast God from behind. Using his massive body, he locked her neck and arms, shouting with a mighty roar.

“Karyaan—!!”

It was a battle cry loud enough to rupture eardrums. There was a sensation of blood bursting out from inside the Beast God’s head, like an explosion.

The Great Warrior’s body twisted her neck and tore it off, but then he was counterattacked and thrown far back, crashing into the ground.

“Why do you torment me? I only wanted to survive… Wait, is this really my memory? Was I truly human…?”

The detached head of the Beast God muttered, and her hand, moving at tremendous speed, pierced Khan’s abdomen. The dark green madness that invaded the gray domain brought forth terrible memories.

Khan, observing all this as if watching from a third-person perspective, reached out gently. He felt the bony shoulder flinch under his gentle touch. It seemed like an unfamiliar sensation to her, almost as if she were scared of it.

The head of the Beast God, which had been mumbling in the distance, fell silent, and the hand that pierced Khan’s abdomen hesitated.

“Yes, for a troubled child, a beating is the cure.”

“…!”

Surprised by the unexpected remark, the Beast God twisted and withdrew her hand. But Khan’s rough grip held onto her wrist, preventing her from pulling away. Was this really the right method?

Could it be that the laws intended this outcome from the beginning? Such thoughts sprouted in his mind.

‘No way.’

But he quickly dismissed them. That damned machine-like entity simply followed set rules. It couldn’t have foreseen this far. It wouldn’t have expected Khan to go this far just to save a mad God.

‘We’re all going to die if I do nothing. I have to try something.’

With that thought, a sense of certainty settled over him. This was the best way to defy the laws!

Flames of black energy began to dissipate from his body, and the gray aura that protected his flesh returned to its place. The Beast God, caught off guard by the sudden release of strength, hesitated, and Khan, with a clear laugh, drew out another hue.

One of the two colors he had always possessed but had kept in check.

Chaos.

***

The Beast God’s eyes wavered as she struggled to pull her arm out. The nature of Khan, who had been teetering on the boundary between transcendence and mortality, had suddenly changed.

Gritting his teeth, veins bulged across Khan’s entire body. His hand, trembling as if restraining something, slowly reached out toward the Beast God. Feeling the ominous change, she pulled back with the intention of tearing her arm off.

Chrrk!

“Huh?”

A dumbfounded sound escaped the Beast God’s lips. The chain… was caught? How?

The madness that filled her mind momentarily dissipated at the astonishing sight. The chain, which represented the laws of the world itself, was held in Khan’s grip.

And then.

Snap—!!

The chain that had bound the Beast God so easily broke. The voices and memories that had constantly tormented her began to fade, and as she regained her senses, she looked at her hands with a sense of wonder.

Snap! Snap!

Kneeling, Khan proceeded to break the chains around her ankles as well.

“My… divinity…?”

With the chains, which had both taken and maintained her divinity, gone, the Beast God felt herself entirely become a mortal. And with the realization of her divinity and the truth she glimpsed beyond the void, the madness that had corrupted her divinity also vanished.

“Ah. Ahhhh…!”

At last—tears of joy streamed from her eyes. She collapsed as if her legs gave out under her.

Thunk.

Leaning on Khan’s shoulder, who had been kneeling to break the chains, she wept for a long time. She finally regained her composure when she felt the urge to express her gratitude.

“Th-thank you… I… I…”

Her life had been dictated by the laws, blindly driven by the voice commanding her to destroy humanity. After glimpsing the truth beyond the void, she had been consumed by madness. Now, unexpectedly becoming a mortal and regaining her sanity, she found herself stammering, unable to form her words properly.

『─────.』

“W-what did you say?”

She saw Khan’s mouth move, but no sound came out. It looked like he was saying something, but she couldn’t hear it, so she knelt to face him.

“Say it again. I couldn’t hear you…”

Khan’s mouth opened as he lowered his head.

『─────.』

The Beast God tilted her head in confusion. He had clearly spoken, but she heard nothing. Was it because his voice was too soft? Or perhaps it was an issue of her not being used to mortal senses yet.

Thinking this, she leaned closer to Khan’s mouth—

『─────.』

Khan’s eyes, previously closed, now opened with a murky light flickering within them.
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“Hey, chief Han! Are you listening to me? Chief Han! Oh, come on… What’s up with you today? You seem more out of it than usual. Chief Han-aaang?”

The moment I reach transcendence, the laws of the world will bind and constrain me. But if my predictions are correct, there are forces that do not want me to transcend…

“Hey! Chief Han! Woaaah!!”

Suddenly, a hand flew towards my face. Instinctively, I caught it and threw a punch. As I pulled the hand towards me, I smoothly delivered a precise strike to the opponent’s jaw, the movements flowing seamlessly as if rehearsed.

Pause.

“Oh.”

“Oh? Oh, what do you mean ‘oh’? Chief Han! Let go of me! Ow… I’m dying here!”

“Deputy Chief Kim?”

“What do you mean ‘Deputy Chief’? Let go of my hand already! How are you this strong?”

What the heck just happened?

The sequence of movements felt so natural, more like something out of a real fight than a choreographed action scene. I’ve never been in a real fight in my life…

“Uh, sorry.”

“Sorry my foot! I thought my arm was going to snap! You give a beating and then apologize?”

“I didn’t mean to…”

Deputy Chief Kim rubbed his wrist, now marked with a red handprint, while scolding me, but I was more shocked than he was. My body had moved on its own, and I almost hurt someone. Not even when I was drunk had anything like this happened.

“Wow, chief Han. That was incredible! Have you been learning MMA or something? That was art!”

“Right? The usually timid guy just turned into someone completely different. Even your eyes were scary just now.”

“What are you talking about… MMA? I don’t even know how that happened. My body just moved.”

“That’s what makes it even more amazing. Maybe you have a talent for martial arts or something? You should give it a try!”

“No, thanks.”


I brushed off their chatter as usual, but Deputy Chief Kim’s scolding made me reconsider.

“Martial arts my foot! Didn’t I tell you I used to be an amateur boxer? If I wasn’t such a nice guy, I’d have laid you out! I even medaled at the national sports festival! You know, like how pros don’t use their fists on civilians.”

“You mention that every time you drink…”

The junior from the sales department, who shared the office, gave him a skeptical look. Other office employees gave him similar glances. I had no choice but to go along.

“Yeah, deputy Chief Kim is right. It was just a coincidence. If he hadn’t gone easy on me, I’d be on the floor right now.”

“Haha! See, chief Han gets it. Even now, my punches are lightning fast, you know…”

The middle-aged man, slightly balding, making swooshing sounds with his mouth, looked a bit pitiful, but I didn’t react.

‘Lies.’

Since I knew it was all bluster anyway, I could tell from the way he reacted when his wrist was grabbed, the unsteady look in his eyes, and his shifting weight. It was always the same old tale from Deputy Chief Kim, embellishing his past.

At most, he probably attended a boxing gym for a few months. Maybe it was one of those trendy fitness boxing classes.

If it were me, I’d have headbutted the moment my wrist was grabbed, or pulled out an axe and aimed for the crown—

I flinched.

‘What am I thinking…?’

Headbutt? Pull out an axe? I’ve never done such things in my life, and yet here I was, thinking about them as if they were second nature. What the heck is wrong with me today…?

Even figuring out that Deputy Chief Kim was lying just from his reactions was odd. I’ve never had that kind of perceptiveness before.

“Can you see? Can you see? My punches, they’re as fast as they used to be.”

“Yes, I can see them very well. But didn’t you have something to say to Chief Han?”

“Oh, right. Uh… We have a staff member sent from headquarters. They’re here for some survey about improving working conditions or something. The director wants you to show them around and make sure they’re well taken care of.”

Swish. Wobble.

Director Chun, notorious for his keen ears and love for martial arts novels, waved his hand over the partition. I nodded in his direction and then lowered my voice to ask Kim.


“Why me…?”

“Come on, who else in our department knows as much about the working conditions? Plus, you’re reliable and have a good reputation. It wouldn’t look right for me to be escorting that young lady. You understand, right?”

“Ah, I see.”

In other words.

Do I look like I have time for this? It’s a hassle, so you handle it. Typical delegation of grunt work.

“Sigh…”

“Don’t be so down about it. Think of it as taking a half day off. Entertain the employee from HQ for a while, then head home. You know what I mean? Once you’re done, head to the meeting room.”

“Yes, understood.”

“Great! Then, I’ve got work to do!”

Pat, pat.

As Deputy Chief Kim disappeared, having patted my shoulder in his annoyingly friendly manner, I felt like letting out a deep sigh. One of the reasons was this troublesome body of mine, which instinctively wanted to punch the moment it was touched.

“Work? He’s probably off to see that cute new hire at the front desk. No wonder he’s still single past forty, right?”

“Yes, well…”

“If you really don’t want to, I can do it instead. We’re in the same office even if we’re in different departments. I wouldn’t mind leaving early, especially if it means getting a fancy omakase dinner on the company card.”

“No, it’s fine.”

The cheerful sales department junior—was her name Yu Yeonhwa? She was popular with everyone due to her friendly demeanor, unique name, and cute face. Even now, she smiled brightly and moved closer, her eyes sparkling in a way that felt oddly unfamiliar.

‘Was she always like this?’

“Why? Oh, have you seen the employee sent from HQ?”

“No. Why do you ask…?”

“Oh, I thought maybe you had. Everyone’s talking about her. They say she’s more beautiful in person than a celebrity. But of course, you wouldn’t be fazed. You’re always so stoic.”


“Hmm.”

Her playful tone and the glint of concern in her eyes were clear signs of her interest in me. Thinking back, maybe she’d always been like this.

‘Why am I only noticing this now?’

It might sound crazy, but it felt like I could read Yu Yeonhwa’s emotions. Then again, things hadn’t been normal since my fist flew out on its own earlier.

“… Well, I have to get going.”

“Okay. Oh, by the way, are you free this weekend? You said we’d go to that new izakaya last time, but you bailed using your nephew as an excuse.”

“I’ll think about it.”

I brushed off her invitation, as usual, and headed toward the meeting room where the HQ employee was waiting.

As I walked, various thoughts swirled in my mind.

A man with a bear-like build, a soft belly, and a face marked by fatigue. Someone who didn’t even mind being called ‘uncle’ anymore. A dull man, completely assimilated into a monotonous routine, living life on autopilot.

That was me.

But today, everything felt different.

Almost taking down the braggart deputy chief, supposedly a national sports festival medalist, like a special forces operative. Suddenly noticing a coworker’s interest, which I had been oblivious to for years…

Thump, thump, thump—

And my heart pounding heavily as I made my way to the meeting room.

Click.

“Oh, you’re here now.”

A woman with violet eyes, sitting alone and looking around the room with fascination, felt strangely familiar.

“So this is what it’s like? Beyond the void. It’s amazing how such a civilization can develop without mana.”

And the feeling that I’d forgotten something important.

Everything was… strange.

***

“Ahhh! Great Warrior! Do something about him! We’re all going to die…!”

“Hmm! It’s been a while since I’ve had to discipline! I know just the remedy for this—!”

“My lord! Can you hear me? My lord!”

“Maya, you’re wrong…! That form… he’s been completely consumed by chaos!”

“My magic isn’t working! I’ve tried several times to bind him with spells, but…!”

“It’s not that it isn’t working; it’s just that he’s overpowering the pressure of high-level spells with brute force…! What kind of monster—!”

“Hahaha!! I’m proud of you—! As expected, you’re my son! Khan—!”

“The son you are proud of is going to kill us! Do something…!”

***

Rumble, rumble!

“So?”

“So, that’s it. My entire life’s story is so simple that it can be summed up in a few minutes of conversation. Just like everyone else, I went to school, graduated, got a job… and spent decades of my life with nothing but a repetitive routine of commuting to and from work.”

“Really? That’s all there is?”

“If there were more, I would’ve told you. Besides…”

Rumble, rumble! Boom!

“Is that an earthquake? It’s shaking a lot.”

“Don’t worry about that. Cheers.”

The clinking of beer glasses made a refreshing sound.

The pleasure of drinking draft beer after so long. Wait—after so long? Didn’t I just drink a can of beer by myself after work yesterday? Why did I think it had been a long time?

‘And… why am I drinking beer with this woman from HQ in the middle of the day at the omakase Yu Yeonhwa suggested?’

Everything felt inexplicable. The bigger issue was that I didn’t find it unpleasant to have this conversation with her. It was odd that I had talked about my life for so many minutes, something I hadn’t even shared with my peers.

Most troubling of all was the sense of relief I felt after sharing everything. It was as if I had been wanting to unload these thoughts on someone all along.

Whether she knew about my inner turmoil or not, the woman, who claimed to be an HQ employee, set down her beer glass with something resembling tentacles and smiled.

“So, you wouldn’t have any regrets about your life here? If you could suddenly leave to a place where no one knows you?”

“Well…”

“Why hesitate? Your current life is boring, isn’t it? You don’t have any strong desires. You unconsciously push away even the women who show interest in you. You could indulge in various hobbies if you wanted, but you don’t. You’re just tired of this place, aren’t you?”

She was right.

And then I remembered.

Why was I drinking with this tentacle-armed mage in the middle of the day?

“… What a shitty dream. Or is this a nightmare?”

“Oh dear, calling it a nightmare is harsh.”

The face of the HQ employee, who had been grinning, blurred and distorted.

“What is this place? This can’t be the real Earth…”

“It’s a record. Think of it as a repository created by the countless memories collected in the void scattered around the world. And the fact that you ended up in such a place means…?”

“Tch. I got devoured.”

I had thought I had a safety net when I tried this crazy stunt, but seeing the apostle of the void in front of me suggested that it had worked.

The sorcerer I encountered on the tree of past memories had explained that summoning me was beyond his capabilities. That old hand had even fallen into another world with a game system. And as if to explicitly warn me against chaos, he had sabotaged my growth within the system, sending a clear message to be wary of chaos.

Almost as if he were warning against the laws of the world itself. And right after I was consumed by chaos, this woman claiming to be the apostle of the void appeared. With so many clues, you’d have to be a fool not to figure it out.

“So, how long do you plan to sit here drinking? Don’t you have something you need to do?”

At my words, the woman—Mortalia—smiled brightly.

“Follow me. Our God wishes to see you.”
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“A clean room.”

“No need for empty compliments. I know there’s nothing here.”

“No, I mean it. You know what Midland is like. Ordinary people share rooms with livestock, and having a full meal is considered a luxury. Compared to that, this place is… peaceful.”

“Well…”

Every day, bandits, dark mages, and mercenaries fight and create carnage. In a world where a single sword can cut through walls and magic can destroy mountains, this place indeed seemed like peace itself.

Turn on the internet, and it’s full of people arguing and dividing, but that’s only possible because they have the luxury and comfort to do so.

If there were a risk of goblins raiding and slaughtering everyone a few minutes from now, no one would be leisurely typing away on a keyboard.

“I understand why you want to return to this world.”

Mortalia’s words, as she looked around my room with a smile, carried more meaning than their surface-level simplicity.

After discovering the horrifying truth that Midland was a fake world where all intelligent beings were bound to some mysterious law, repeating predestined moments due to her exceptional talent, I could only imagine the suffering she might have gone through.

“Still, that’s not the reason I want to return.”

“Oh? Then is there someone you’re leaving behind? Family?”

“No, it’s not that.”

I had lost my adoptive parents early on. It was just my older sister and me. Thanks to her support, despite the age gap, I managed to graduate from school and get a job.

So, even when I found life dull and monotonous, I continued to live. It might have been inertia, but I considered it a repayment for my sister’s hardships.

“To be honest, the people I’d leave behind can manage without me. They might struggle for a while, but they’ll eventually get back on their feet.”

“Then why? The ‘Gordi Khan’ I saw was full of life and relentless, like a blazing fire. Honestly, ‘Chief Han’ here seems a bit mundane in comparison. I found it surprising.”

“…It’s inertia.”

A sense of purpose is like fuel. Without a goal, people tend to lose interest in whatever they do, just as I did on Earth.

After falling into Midland, I became obsessively focused on returning, avoiding deep connections for the same reason. The fear that I might revert to my previous self made me cling to the idea of returning.


And the distant, ambiguous goal of returning gave me the drive to keep moving forward without losing my way.

“That’s interesting. Maybe that’s why our God chose you. You burned brightly and reached the end of your path, didn’t you?”

“…Enough about me. You said you’d take me to meet your God. Why did you bring me to my room?”

“Oh, that? I don’t know either.”

Just as a frown began to form on my face at the sudden nonsense, I noticed Mortalia’s fingertips starting to blur.

“It’s nothing much. It just means my time here is up. My role was only to help you remember so you wouldn’t be consumed by the memories of chaos.”

She spoke with a sense of relief, as if she was not surprised at all by her impending disappearance.

“Still, it was quite enjoyable. I got to see a world I never experienced before. Even though I ended up like this, I’d like to be born into a world like this if possible.”

“……”

“Why the face? I’m the one who brought you here. No need to look at me like that. And besides, I’m just paying the price for my foolish attempt to change the world.”

As she spoke, her body continued to fade away, with only her head remaining in its original human form. Smiling with relief, mortalya made one final comment.

“I hope you achieve your goal, whether it’s returning to your original world or something else.”

Without giving me a chance to respond, mortalya vanished completely, leaving me alone in the room I once lived in.

I stood there, pondering what to do next, and then headed to the fridge for a soda.

Last time, in the illusion created by the spirit of resentment, the soda had no taste.

“This is great.”

After downing a can of cola in one go, I naturally made my way to the computer. This had always been my routine after work.

Whirrrrr.

The fan of my old but once top-of-the-line computer made an annoying noise as it powered up. If this place really was a recreation of my memories, could it also replicate the terrible human interactions on the internet? Out of curiosity, I reached to open the browser but paused.

“Why is this here…?”


The computer screen was filled with large text, a fantasy-themed illustration, and a start menu.

<<Midland Quest>>

It was the original game of the world I had been transported into, the game I had played endlessly.

***

“Create a new character? Y/N”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at myself for flinching at the character creation prompt. It wasn’t quite PTSD, but close enough.

After all, right after creating a character, I had been thrust into the damned world of Midland. So, being startled was understandable.

“This must mean I’m supposed to create a character.”

Mortalia’s role was to bring me to my room, and from here, it seemed to be the turn of this so-called ‘God.’ The fact that Midland Quest booted up the moment I turned on the computer and the creation prompt appeared seemed preordained.

I clicked ‘Y’ and rolled the dice.

Honestly, it wouldn’t matter much if I created a character haphazardly, but for the sake of thoroughness, I balanced the stats for a standard warrior build, focusing on strength, agility, and stamina.

As for appearance, I was greeted by the familiar face of the human protagonist.

This time, I paid more attention to customizing the appearance, but somehow ended up with a slender, handsome character that resembled the infuriatingly smug Karyan.

“Damn, that guy was good-looking…”

I finalized the creation of the character, venting my frustration at having been embodied as a brute barbarian. Watching the character placed in a familiar setting, I pondered for a moment.

“Am I supposed to play the game…?”

Not sure of what else to do, I approached the town girl with the exclamation mark over her head, following the set tutorial.

“Help me!”

“This is the same.”

The following text appeared in my mind automatically. After all, I’d seen this tutorial quest over a thousand times.


The first tutorial quest involved fighting off a group of goblins attacking the town. It had a relatively high difficulty, so rushing in recklessly was unwise. Using the town men strategically made it an easy clear.

“Let’s do this.”

I felt an odd excitement about playing Midland Quest again. But as soon as I clicked to accept the quest, a completely unexpected text popped up.

“The false angel defies the creator’s will and wreaks havoc on the earth!”

“The gods of the earth have already become the lackeys of the false angel OTL. Silly gods ㅡㅡ! We’ll have to teach them a lesson later, right? But first, you must defeat the false angel!!! (emphasis added)”

“Please, hero, defeat the false angel and restore peace to the earth!”

“Do you accept the quest? Y/N”

What the hell is this?

The excessive use of emoticons, like an old man trying to keep up with the latest internet trends, was one thing. But instead of fighting goblins, the quest involved a false angel and the gods of the earth. Plus, there was no option to decline.

“Declining is not an option!!! -_-”

Is this supposed to be… the God of the void? The one who made the sorceress Mortalia their apostle and dragged me into this cursed world, even granting me the power of the system window?

“What a load of crap…”

It felt like a sudden wake-up call. Regardless of the quest’s content, I had expected something more serious to come out of it…

“Before I accept the quest, I have a few questions.”

「Go ahead!」

Despite the God’s casual tone, I decided to overlook it for now. The sheer power demonstrated by the current bizarre situation confirmed its claim to divinity.

“The Void… or rather, chaos and the Void. I thought they were entirely the same thing, but now it feels quite different. Is that correct?”

「Correct!」

“This false angel… it’s the one controlling chaos or the world’s laws, running amok. You piggybacked on Mortalia’s summoning ritual and possessed me in a barbarian’s body… Is that right?”

「Exactly!」

“My level being stuck at 39 was intentional from the start. Going beyond that would grant me divinity, and I would become bound by the laws. Initially, I thought that false angel was the one preventing my level-up. But if 40 is the threshold for divinity, the false angel would have no reason to stop me.”

「ㅇ_ㅇ; How long are you going to keep asking questions?」

“And you don’t want me to get consumed by Chaos or to conquer it and ascend to divinity like Karyan or Mortalia. Why? Because then I wouldn’t be able to defeat the false angel. Plus, you have other reasons for not wanting me to attain divinity, right?”

「(＃｀д´)ﾉ I’m getting angry now.」

“What was the reward you promised me? Returning to Earth?”

「Finally, you understand! Yes, if you defeat the false angel, I will send you back to Earth! And that’s not all! If you want, I can help you live the life you’ve always dreamed of instead of your current miserable and boring existence! #ㅅ#」

“Alright, I understand.”

Wham!!

I summoned my familiar weapon, resilience, in the form of a hand axe, and smashed it down. Not once, but repeatedly. I pounded the monitor, the computer itself, until nothing but dust remained.

Bam! Bam! Bam!!!

“Hah…”

Seeing the computer I had shattered with my own hands brought a smile to my face. I could practically feel the panic of this ‘God’ beyond the texts and silly emoticons.

“Return? A new life? I don’t want any of that. No, let’s rewrite the contract from scratch, you bastard.”

「… What do you want?」

Seeing the more formal tone in the printed text made me chuckle. Yes, the desperate party always has to yield.

I had long suspected that this being was trying to use me by dangling Earth as bait. It kidnapped me, used me as it pleased, and now that its pawn was breaking down, it appeared, offering a fancy carrot.

So, I decided to turn the tables. From now on, I am the one in charge, and this being is the one at my mercy. It desperately wants to get rid of the false angel, and things must be dire enough for it to appear directly like this.

“Let’s start with what you can offer.”

Negotiation.

Pulling out the best card I could throw to the desperate party, I smirked.
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「Hero! Tell me what you want!」

Feigning composure.

Unlike the world’s laws—the false angel—this entity has a consciousness and acts with intention.

Seeing the cheesy emoticons disappear, I could almost imagine the look on its face. After all, isn’t it obvious? The man who had been obsessively striving to return to Earth suddenly rejected the offer and flipped the table like a spoiled child. It must be giving the God quite a headache.

“First, we need to verify what you can offer. I suspect you’re a God of Midland, unlike the false angel.”

「Correct! Ahem. Do you finally recognize my greatness? ㅇㅅㅇ (staring eyes) I might be even greater than you think… managing countless dimensions!」

“Then, can you provide any direct powers or tools I can use in Midland to defeat the false angel?”

「⚆_⚆…. Of course, I am a great and mighty God! But I avoid direct interference in the dimensions I manage! Obviously, a God meddling in earthly affairs is unacceptable!」

“Well, I see. So you’re saying no?”

The text, now appearing as a semi-transparent system window due to the broken computer, displayed a large ‘O’ in agreement. I clicked my tongue in feigned disappointment, but inwardly, I was satisfied.

That was the answer I wanted.

‘As I thought… This being is not an absolute God or creator as people might imagine.’

If it were, it wouldn’t be pushed around by the false angel. It wouldn’t need to drag some random office worker from Earth and beg him for help. I had already deduced this much.

I just needed confirmation.

‘Even if the false angel disappears, this entity cannot interfere with Midland.’

Think of it as more of a maintenance manager for dimensions. The false angel was likely something the manager installed to help oversee the world. Over time, it must have corrupted into its current state.

And I’m the repairman called in to fix the broken tool.

“Let’s move on to the next point.”

「Next? Hurry and tell me what reward you want!!」

“What do you mean by the false angel turning the Gods of Earth into its minions? Does this mean heaven has fallen to it?”


Ignoring the entity’s impatient protests, I continued with my questions. After all, it needed me to defeat the false angel, so it answered obediently.

「That’s right! ٩(๑`^´๑)۶ I can’t reveal all the details, but the foolish Gods of Earth were completely deceived by it!」

“… This complicates things. Wait, isn’t the false angel supposed to be a mindless tool? How could it actively deceive and take over heaven?”

「I told you, I can’t go into specifics! (emphasis)」

From its evasive response, I could tell it was also bound by the ‘laws of the world’ inscribed in Midland. I had seen similar behavior from the Goddess of Justice, so I was sure.

“What about the game system? Is it no longer possible to receive help from it?”

***

「( -᷅_-᷄) You know, right? Further leveling up will elevate you to the level of a transcendent, right? Then you won’t be free from the constraints of the laws anymore, right? Even managing this much was incredibly difficult, so please understand that!」

“Yeah, I get it.”

Ignoring the incessant alert sounds from the text, I opened my mouth after a moment of thought.

“The reward I want from you is this, you useless God.”

「I really don’t understand why you’re making such a demand. But? I will accept it! This great God will fulfill your wish! Of course, after you defeat that vile false angel!」

“Thanks a lot. So? Are you sending me back now?”

「Of course! Hurry and go! Shoo shoo!」

“What are you talking about? Weren’t you supposed to send me back?”

「What do you mean!!? You are the master of this place. You were the one consumed by chaos. You were the one who viewed your memories in the repository of chaos. And you were the one who wasn’t consumed in the end! You need to find your own way out!」

“… On my own?”

「Surely, you haven’t failed to realize the method yet? Please tell me you haven’t!! I thought you understood how to master chaos because you seemed so composed…!」

***

“Uwaaaah!!”


Boom…

He, I almost died for real. A thin sigh escaped Ron’s lips.

“Shouldn’t you take it easy, man…?”

He fully understood why those who opposed Khan treated him like a monster before they died.

Even the Great Warrior, once considered the continent’s mightiest barbarian, struggled alongside other companions, but they were helpless against the rampaging Khan.

A monster that reshaped the landscape with punches and kicks. This was the true form of Gordi Khan at full power. The inhuman aspect they had ignored, thinking of him only as a reliable ally until now.

It was truly a transcendent sight. With just one punch, the terrain twisted, creating a basin the size of a small town.

“Hahaha! You really are my son──!! I’ve been waiting for this day-!”

“That mad… Miss Maya! This isn’t working! At this rate, we’ll all die at his hands!”

As the spear tip, which could pierce even Dwarven iron plates like tofu, was grabbed by Khan, Maya’s foot, which was aiming to stab him with a dagger, grazed his chin. Clang!

The Great Warrior, who rushed in afterward, used the close-combat technique Kartus to bind Khan’s left arm and leg. Leo’s shield, imbued with protective holy magic, came crashing down on Khan’s head.

“─────!”

With a silent roar, Khan struck the Great Warrior hanging in mid-air with his power and threw a punch towards Maya. Fwoosh!

It was a blow that tore even the air apart. Only an extraordinarily armored Great Warrior could withstand it. If it even grazed Maya, her whole body would surely explode like a balloon.

‘My lord…!’

Maya’s fingertips flickered with ashen holy power, her eyes resolute. It was clear to anyone that she was prepared for sacrifice.

“Could you step aside?”

It was then. A soft voice, unfitting for the situation, echoed. A woman with black hair appeared behind Khan and wrapped her arms around him.

“Excuse me. Pardon me.”

Drake, with Tilly Ashanumos’ golden eyes glinting, scattered a dazzling light. An ancient incantation from a distant era signaled the binding of Khan’s body.


Khan’s body, which could not be stopped even by the gray magic of Jan, who had become the magus of the Gray Tower, stiffened like plaster. Drake’s tail, which had pierced through his spine, injected poison, and the ancient spell amplified it, temporarily halting his movements.

Crack!

Even that was only a temporary measure. Like a bomb on the verge of exploding, Khan’s arm, breaking free from the spell’s binding, continued to reach out when Tilly’s palm overlapped it.

“Such a harsh fate. Whether you want it or not, you…”

『─────!』

“Hush. It will be over soon.”

One hand on Khan’s arm, and the other covering his eyes, Tilly Ashanumos’ body began to regain its original form. Enormous wings cast shadows on the forest floor.

“What are you trying to do! Drake!”

“Stay still, young master. If you want to return your benefactor to his original state.”

“What does that…!”

“To quell chaos, you must suppress the chaos at its source. This wasn’t originally meant to be used in this way, but…”

For some reason, Tilly, in a maid outfit from when she visited Khan at Argon Castle, thrust her hand into her solar plexus.

Buzz.

Instead of piercing through and splattering blood, her hand drew out a sword of an antique design from the interspace. It looked more like a giant key than a sword.

It was the true form of Draupnir, an ancient magic sword containing the half of the Spirit of Resentment.

Holding the ancient magic sword, made to seal the soul of a dragon, in a reverse grip, Tilly thrust it towards Khan’s crown.

“Benefactor─! You damn lizard…!”

Clatter.

“Wait.”

“Great warrior…?”

“The soul is becoming clearer.”

“The soul?”

Leo stepped back, startled by the serious tone of the Great Warrior who had always displayed a bold and eccentric demeanor. Although he didn’t understand the cryptic statement about the soul becoming clearer, it didn’t feel like mere nonsense.

Leo’s intuition was correct.

The Great Warrior also possessed Karyan’s eyes.

Though it was unclear what exactly was happening within Khan, the colors that had been fading ever since he was consumed by chaos were gradually becoming more distinct.

‘This is not the original color.’

It was difficult to explain, but another soul had been attached to Khan’s soul from the beginning. It seemed that this other soul was in the process of regaining its original color.

As this other soul regained its original color, it naturally began to strengthen and awaken Khan’s soul as well. It was not devouring, but rather a form of symbiosis.

『──────.』

“Ugh.”

At that moment.

“My lord…!”

“Benefactor?!”

From Khan’s mouth, which had only emitted silent roars since being consumed by chaos, a voice imbued with clear will emerged. Soon, the moment when the crimson soul attached to the ashen soul would completely regain its original color was approaching.

『Graaaaaaah──!!』

Khan, screaming in pain, clutched his head and began to stagger. The immense psychic wave emanating from him caused the companions to fall to their knees. No, they were forced to kneel.

As if being dominated by him!

“Dr-Dragon…?!”

Ron, realizing the nature of the power that forced him to his knees, coughed up blood in shock. This felt similar to when the enraged Natrix unleashed his power.

Dragon Roar.

The authority of the dominant species that once ruled Midland. The power to completely dominate beings of lower rank. This power was emanating from Khan. With an intensity incomparable to Natrix.

This was the moment when the roar of the last Dragon Lord, who had regained the lost half of his soul, extended across all of Midland.
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While Khan peeked into the memories of Chaos, the lingering Spirit of Resentment that had been on the brink of annihilation due to Chaos invading his mental world let out a laugh.

『This, indeed….』

At the moment the blade of the Dragon Slayer Draupnir pierced through Khan’s head.

『So, you plan to push Chaos out with my power, do you?』

Unable to regain its former self—a resentment parasitizing the mental world of a mortal—it had no choice in the matter. However, the situation began to change.

『I was planning to quietly disappear, watching the end of the world from within this crazy human’s mind.』

The Spirit of Resentment felt its own level rapidly rising. No, it was not rising. It was regaining its original status.

『What a vile child.』

In the past, dragons had clashed with the ancient empire over dominion of the Midland. The being that had been the ruler of these transcendent beings was the Spirit of Resentment itself.

After the dragons were defeated by the empire due to the emergence of the monster Karyan, it was forcibly dragged down from its position as Dragon Lord, a humiliating peace treaty ensued. Its soul was torn apart by dragons and sealed away.

『Fine, I’ll play along. I also wanted to see this human’s end.』

Having regained most of its original memories while accompanying Khan, the Spirit of Resentment could fully restore its original status if given the right trigger. That trigger was the core of its soul, separated by Tilly Ashanumos.

Rumble─!

Khan’s mental world shook. The tremors were so intense that they even reached Khan, who was inside the memories of Chaos.

The soul of the Spirit of Resentment continued to expand endlessly. It was not just any dragon’s soul, but the soul of the Dragon Lord. The overwhelming ego, too large for a mere mortal’s mental world to contain, began to press back against Chaos.

Moreover, as the Spirit of Resentment’s influence grew within Khan’s mental world.

The Spirit of Resentment was even threatening to take over the position of the mental world’s owner. In truth, even a transcendent being would struggle to protect their mental world against the Spirit of Resentment, who was starting to recover the majesty of a Dragon Lord.

However, Khan’s mental world was exceptionally sturdy. It was vast enough to accommodate the Spirit of Resentment’s expanded soul.

『This is troubling.』

Ordinarily, it would have been. If Khan’s soul had not become weak as if asleep after Chaos ran rampant, he would not have yielded control to the Spirit of Resentment, who was regaining the Dragon Lord’s power.


『There’s no other choice.』

The Spirit of Resentment made a simple decision. It would push out all of Chaos. At the very least, it would completely establish a barrier to prevent Chaos from invading the internal mental world. Simultaneously, it would bolster Khan’s weakened soul.

The material for this was the Spirit of Resentment’s own status.

『Normally, this would be impossible, but….』

Now, the Spirit of Resentment was planning to turn its own status—its very soul—into a barrier for the mental world. It was essentially merging the Dragon Lord’s soul with a mere mortal’s soul. How much of it could be integrated depended solely on Khan’s capacity.

During this process, various unintended changes might occur, and there was a possibility that the Spirit of Resentment might take over control of the mental world entirely.

『Come, take as much as you can.』

Crash!

The Spirit of Resentment, having pushed out the last of Chaos from the mental world, let out a wry smile.

***

‘Ah, I’m back.’

He suddenly realized it.

While he was engaging in a nonsensical dialogue with the ‘God’ who had an audacious manner of speech, he had returned to reality.

“Dieee!!”

“…What did you just say?”

He locked eyes with Ron, who had been screaming and about to smash his head.

“…Oh. Are you back, boss?”

A chilly silence fell momentarily.

It was good that he was back, but wasn’t the timing a bit off?

“Ha. Hahaha! Boss! I knew you’d come to your senses! Look at this, everyone…!”


Whether he sensed the strange atmosphere or his highly developed survival instincts kicked in, Ron, grinning slyly, retrieved his hammer and shouted towards the comrades scattered around.

Only then did Khan’s gaze turn to the rest of the party.

They were all in a terrible state. Not one of them was unharmed. Leo, who had taken the brunt of Khan’s attacks alongside the Great Warrior, had his iconic paladin shield crumpled and ruined, and Maya’s spear was broken and missing.

Even the relatively unharmed Jan was covered in dirt, having apparently rolled on the ground while being targeted by Khan.

“Kahahaha! Indeed, the staff is effective!”

“Great Warrior.”

The ones with the most severe injuries were undoubtedly the Great Warrior and the Beast God. The Great Warrior had gotten overly excited, treating it as a long-awaited training session, resulting in them fighting chaotically without any teamwork.

It was somewhat self-inflicted, but Khan wasn’t pleased with the outcome. For some reason, the Beast God had lowered her gaze, as if feeling guilty.

‘Why are all these guys sprawled out like this?’

He knew he had rampaged while consumed by Chaos, but the way his comrades were lying around was peculiar. It didn’t seem like they had been struck and blown away.

『The roar of a dragon subjugates all lower beings.』

Then, with a voice that had somehow become clearer, the Spirit of Resentment spoke ominously.

『Your soul is now somewhat akin to a dragon’s. After all, it has mingled with mine, so its status has naturally risen.』

What?

Khan was about to retort, but then he felt a sensation from behind and frowned.

“We could be considered kin to some extent now. Don’t you think?”

He had already sensed who it was before hearing the voice of the person embracing him from behind. A lesser dragon, a highly advanced one. Perhaps closer to a true dragon than a lesser dragon

“Tilly. You…”

Why was she dressed in a maid’s outfit from Argon Castle? What had she done to him? What was her purpose in the Great Forest?

Many questions swirled in his mind, but instead of voicing those obvious ones, Khan sighed and asked something else.


“…Did you achieve what you wanted?”

“Of course. Although it was a bit surprising to see you in Midland before my plan even started. Thanks to that, I saw something quite interesting.”

“My lord.”

Maya, who had been watching the conversation between the two, subtly pushed Tilly away from Khan and intervened.

“I have something to report regarding that plan.”

She still had a slight tremor in her fingers, likely from the exposure to the Dragon’s Roar, but she judged the situation urgent enough to step forward.

“We need to close the passage opened by the demon contractors. Unlike Lady Ludmilla’s original plan, since you have returned on your own….”

“Ludmilla? Plan…?”

Maya hesitated for a moment. The plans Ludmilla had orchestrated and executed to bring Khan back were, in a way, negating Khan’s achievements and bringing chaos to the Empire. But it was only a matter of time before Maya’s tightly shut lips parted.

And.

While fighting the Beast God who had descended at the cost of their allies’ sacrifice, and stalling to prevent Khan, who had been consumed by Chaos, from causing more harm.

It was only a matter of time before the demon contractors completed their summoning ritual, taking advantage of the chaotic battlefield.

Flash!

Suddenly, Khan’s vision began to magnify as if looking through a telescope. His vertically slit pupils glowed golden, and his ashen eyes flickered with a mystical light.

Far away—Khan noticed the fully open dimensional passage. And the mysterious grand magic plunging towards that passage.

Dragon’s Eye.

It was the authority of a dragon, said to pierce through the mysteries of all things. A wave of information threatened to overwhelm Khan’s mind, but the solid status of the Dragon Lord protected his mental world.

‘A summoning ritual based on bloodlines. It deconstructs and usurps dark magic that governs dimensional passages from the ground up. And it overlays long-distance spatial movement.’

Despite having no magical knowledge, Khan calculated the structure of the grand magic and its potential outcomes, forming a peculiar smile.

“… They’re digging their own graves.”

***

The appearance of the Beast King, the descent of the Beast God, and the turmoil caused by Khan, who had been consumed by Chaos.

Taking a step back from these series of events, the demon contractors, who had been merely observing, subtly attempted to complete their summoning ritual.

Of course, fierce battles erupted with the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge present on the scene, and the demon contractors, recklessly projecting the authority of the demons, were gaining the upper hand.

─────!!

The Dragon’s Roar that erupted from afar brought all the humans present to their knees. The warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge were no exception, and the demon contractors, their souls wounded, spewed thick black blood.

But that was all.

The demon’s authority protected the demon contractors. At the very least, it allowed them to move sufficiently to complete the summoning ritual.

“Finally-! The Great One descends upon Midland─!”

Thus, the completed summoning ritual opened a dimensional passage connected to Hell.

The demon contractors trembled with joy.

The dense darkness seeping from the dimensional passage was undoubtedly that of Behelanokto, the rightful heir of the Arch Demon. Just the opening of the passage filled their souls and replenished their depleted dark magic.

“Oh, Great One─!! Please, smite these wretched beings with the great power of your authority!”

The demon contractor, who had contracted with a demon of Behelanokto’s lineage, shivered, emitting intense dark magic. Just tasting a fraction of Behelanokto’s darkness elevated the status of their soul. If Behelanokto himself were to descend?

“Oh. Ohhh-!!”

As the demon contractors convulsed in ecstasy, the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge, barely shaking off the Dragon’s Roar, began to rise. No matter what, they knew for sure that they had to stop them.

“Not a chance─!”

However, the darkness flowing from the passage was restoring the demon contractors. No matter how seasoned the warriors were, it was impossible to defeat fully restored demon contractors with their exhausted bodies.

One by one.

As the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge fell to their knees, a seven-colored beam struck the dimensional passage. The spatial grand magic, completed by Ludmilla and the scholars of the Five-Color Tower, eradicated the dark magic rooted in the summoning ritual and replaced it.

Karyan.

And Gordi Khan.

The summoning ritual based on the blood of the two was activated.

“W-What…?!”

The dark mages were greatly perplexed by the sudden turn of events. However, upon confirming that the dimensional passage was still intact, they sighed in relief and mocked the barbarian warriors.

“Hmph! You seemed to have some hidden trick, but who could interfere with the concept of dimensions! Unless an ancient mage were to resurrect…! Kahaha!”

Then it happened.

From beyond the dimensional passage, something so overwhelming began to descend that it took everyone’s breath away. There was no need for anyone to tell them what it was. The Monarch of Hell, Behelanokto!

“Come, Great One……! Cover this land of unbelievers with your darkness─!!”

『Hmm, that would be problematic.』

“……?!”

The faces of the demon contractors turned to shock.

The gentle voice that suddenly emanated from beyond the passage was too different from the Behelanokto they had imagined. It wasn’t just the voice.

“Blood……?”

The dimensional passage, once composed of darkness, had turned into a pool of blood. And suddenly, a name of a Hell Monarch associated with ‘blood’ flashed through their minds.

“Es, Esperus! Lord Esperus is descending…!”

“Ooooh!”

It was indeed Esperus, the Hell Monarch shrouded in rumors due to never having a single contractor until now.

Why had Esperus, who had remained in seclusion all this time, chosen this moment to appear? Such questions didn’t matter. After all, Esperus was also a Hell Monarch. Instead, the demon contractors harbored new hope. Perhaps they could fill the vacant position of contractor—

‘But, why did he say it would be problematic…?’

It was a belated realization.

Only when blood tendrils surged from the blood pool connected to Esperus, piercing the foreheads of the demon contractors and dragging them into the pool, did they comprehend their own deaths.

『Because my new sibling would not want that.』

Swoosh!

With those words, the blood pool converged into a small point and vanished, swallowing all the demon contractors.

And in place of the demon contractors, new figures appeared at the site of the blood pool.

“Hmm. So this is the world where the boss resides? The opportunity came sooner than expected! Now, it’s my chance to shine, I, Tulkan of the Four Heavenly Kings!”
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“Why are those guys here…?”
Tulkan wasn’t the only one who had emerged from the dimensional passage connected to Esperus. There was a bipedal fox that looked like a person, a giant with arms thicker than those of an orc, and another creature with a smooth, black egg-like head.
‘Yoro? No, Esperus?’
These self-proclaimed Four Heavenly Kings who had been with Khan in the Blood Domain were gathered together.
The Dragon’s Eye conveyed even more information.
The Four Heavenly Kings, who once merely possessed some physical strength and special abilities, now had their status elevated to the limits of a mortal. Although they were below the boundary of transcendence, by Midland’s standards, they were trained to the extreme of superhuman limits.
Khan grimaced, realizing that Esperus must have done something to enhance them, and then he leapt forward.
“Follow me slowly.”
He wanted his already exhausted comrades to rest and felt uneasy about them interacting with these beings from the Blood Domain too soon.
“Where… are you going?”
“Why are you…? Never mind. Over there, can’t you see? The ones who came out of the dimensional passage.”
“I lost my divinity… so I can’t see.”
“Ah, I see.”
As he ‘perceived’ the Beast God with his eyes, the Dragon’s Eye automatically analyzed and conveyed information about her. She had completely lost her divinity.
It had happened naturally when he broke the chains of the world’s laws binding her.
‘Even so, in terms of power, she’s close to a transcendent? She can’t regenerate as before, but….’
“Is it possible for you to regain your divinity?”
“If I gather faith… but I won’t.”
He felt a firm resolve in the Beast God’s gaze, which awkwardly avoided meeting his eyes.
“Do as you please.”
“Yes.”
He wondered why a being who had just been freed from the shackles of law was following him, but he didn’t bother to find out. She didn’t seem to be planning anything nefarious, and her aura was friendly.
Thud—Bang—!
“Woah!”
“What are you doing here, you guys?”
“Boss…! Vess of the Four Heavenly Kings, crossing dimensions to serve you!”
“Tulkan, Vess. Didn’t we promise to behave properly?”
“Kurtank! How about hiding that wagging tail of yours before you start talking!”
“Khan hyungnim! You’re still as loud as ever!”
Ah—
Suddenly, his head throbbed.
With these noisy guys and the rest of the party combined, it would be nothing short of a madhouse. None of them seemed human, and with the dark magic aura they emitted, they were certainly demonkin.
“Tilly.”
“Yes?”
“Can you take all these guys and join us later separately?”
“Hmmm…”
At Khan’s quiet call, Tilly suddenly emerged from his shadow, smiling as she looked over the Four Heavenly Kings.
“They’re really conspicuous. I think we could use the hideout in the Great Forest.”
While Khan and Tilly discussed where to hide the Four Heavenly Kings, the kings themselves were whispering among themselves as they watched the two.
“Huh? Who are those weak-looking women? Are they perhaps the queen… or something?”
“Tulkan, those outfits are what the human kingdom’s servants wear. According to what’s in my head.”
“Hmph, if what you say is true, then they are our brother’s attendants?”
“I mean, that’s what their attire suggests.”
“I see!”
Step— Step—
While the two discussed how to best conceal the demonkin, the Beast God’s gaze, which had been quietly observing Khan, shifted to Tulkan, who suddenly approached them.
-It wasn’t because of his imposing and confident demeanor.
‘This guy, he’s about to cause trouble again.’
Just like when he had slapped the back of Esperus’ head….
But before Khan’s worries could materialize, Tulkan’s bold statement elicited a snicker.
“You two! If you are our brother’s attendants, you’d better remember us well! We are the most trusted of his new court in the Blood Domain! The first—no, the second to become his followers, I, Tulkan of the Four Heavenly Kings, known as the Rock Skin. No, the Iron Skin! Pay special attention to me!”
“……”
“……?”
The response to his ridiculous statement was divided into two. Tilly wore a subtle smile, as if she had found an amusing toy, while the Beast God couldn’t comprehend what he was saying at all.
Of course, Tulkan was too oblivious to notice the awkward atmosphere.
“What are you standing there for? Show your respect!”
“This idiot….”
He had no idea to whom he was spewing his nonsense. While it was one thing to say such things to Tilly, a drake, saying it to the Beast God, who had recently been the God of a major part of the continent, was another matter entirely.
If there was enough time, he would have liked to keep Tulkan there and explain the identities of the two in detail.
“Tilly. Take care of this fool. We’ll meet up later.”
“Alright. I have a lot of questions for you too. Specifically, about what it feels like to swallow a dragon’s soul….”
Tilly smiled lightly and agreed readily.
“And me…?”
“You go with Tilly too. Otherwise, this conversation will drag on.”
“Alright….”
The Beast God nodded obediently and stepped back as Tilly’s ancient spell enveloped the area.
“Khan!”
“Yoro? Or….”
“It’s Yoro. He provided me with a separate body…. Ah, if you’re interested, I can tell you my story later. But more importantly, Lord Esperus left a message for you.”
The one who was believed to have completely disappeared after Esperus’s resurrection reappeared before him. That alone made him feel conflicted, but the subsequent ‘message from Esperus’ further troubled Khan.
“One of the heavenly divinities has fallen from their position. It could simply be imprisonment, but in the worst case, they might have been stripped of their divinity and completely annihilated….”
***
The sensation of having the long-distance teleportation spell envelop his body was extremely alien. It felt like being completely covered by a gooey slime and swimming within it.
“Feels disgusting.”
“I agree. I never want to experience that again.”
“Well, we had no choice. It’s not perfect yet. But hey, it worked, didn’t it?”
Aries, Leniyar, and Ludmilla shared their thoughts on the teleportation. Right after casting the grand magic from the fortress, they had used a prepared teleportation spell to instantly travel from the fortress to the Great Forest.
“The Great Forest… The divine presence is gone.”
With her platinum hair swaying, Aries scanned the surroundings. Aries was a prospective apostle greatly favored by the Goddess of Justice. Naturally, her perception of divinity was the keenest among them.
The fact that she couldn’t sense the divine presence meant that the Beast God had perished.
“So? I don’t see any dimensional passages or even the barbarian. How do you explain this, witch?”
“It’s a minor error. It shouldn’t be far.”
As Ludmilla confidently stated, they found a heap of barbarian lying on the ground just a few minutes away.
For a moment, they wondered if they were all dead.
“Gaaaah-!!”
“Ugh. Paschuntu… If you hit me more, I’ll die…!”
“Ugh. Uhmmm… Ugh.”
“They’re sleeping quite soundly….”
Instead of waking up the barbarian who were clearly just deeply asleep, they inspected the battlefield.
“This wasn’t a battle between humans. These traces look like several ogres went on a rampage.”
Leniyar, who had begun advancing beyond the level of a Sword Master, scrutinized the battlefield. Just from the remnants of the fight, she could visualize the entities that had fought and rampaged. Within the chaos, her eyes caught sight of a very familiar mark.
“Here. This footprint…!”
Though she called it a footprint, it was more accurately described as a small basin. Leniyar’s eyes gleamed as she pointed it out.
“That’s him….”
The traces of the battle held more information than one might expect. For a sword master, the marks left by blades could reveal the characteristics and trajectory of swordsmanship, and for someone with eyes as sharp as Leniyar’s, even the smallest habits could be discerned.
The unique mark of someone leaping after planting the tip of their foot into the ground was unmistakably Gordi Khan’s.
“Witch! It looks like the spell worked?!”
“Seems so….”
“Why are you so lukewarm about it? After all the trouble we went through?”
“…There’s something that’s bothering me.”
Just as Leniyar discovered Khan through the traces left on the battlefield, Ludmilla analyzed the surrounding energies in her own way.
‘Dark magic… It’s so pure that it doesn’t even carry malevolence. Could it be that the Scion of the Arch Demon has descended?’
The grand magic interfering with the dimensional passage had undoubtedly succeeded. However, even she couldn’t observe the final outcome from afar.
The fact that this place, where the dimensional passage was, still brimmed with such dense and pure dark magic long after the event suggested something significant.
“The Scion of the Arch Demon.”
At that moment, Aries scrunched up her face as if she had caught a whiff of something foul.
Thanks to the authority bestowed by the Goddess of Justice, she could perceive dark magic in the form of a ‘scent.’
The fact that she mentioned the Scion of the Arch Demon was telling.
“Does it seem like they’ve descended?”
“I’m not sure. But the traces continue.”
Aries led the way without another word, and Ludmilla and Leniyar followed silently.
The fact that the barbarian weren’t dead but simply asleep lowered the likelihood of the heir’s descent. However, the continued traces indicated that something had indeed emerged from the dimensional passage.
The real problem came next. If it was Khan who had come out and if he was the source of the dark magic—
More importantly, ‘It’s not just dark magic. There’s dragon energy… and even holy power mixed in.’
Divine, demonic, and dragon energies all mixed together in a battlefield ravaged as if a giant had run amok. Could there be a more chaotic place in the world? Such a place didn’t exist even in ancient times.
‘Moreover, these energies… they’re all emanating from the same direction.’
What on earth could it be?
What lay at the end of this path, and what state was Gordi Khan in?
Just as a small seed of unease began to sprout in their hearts,
“Aries!”
It was the long-awaited, deeply yearned-for reunion. The person who appeared before them with such speed it felt like a teleportation was none other than Khan, now with a more menacing physique than before, creating a massive crater with his arrival.
But there was no time to share in the joy of reunion. With a desperate expression, Khan grabbed Aries by the shoulders and made an absurd demand.
“Pray! Now!”
“……?”
“I’ll explain later…!”
It was a sudden request. The thick scent of dark magic emanating from Khan disoriented Aries. Had he been consumed by a demon? Or had he made a pact with one to survive in Hell?
Despite her doubts, she did as he asked. Aries began to pray. Then, her mind, which had been clouded by ominous thoughts, began to clear. She resolved that if Khan had indeed been captured by a demon, it was now her turn to save him.
She had no doubt that the Goddess of Justice would support her determination.
“……Why?”
However.
“Why?”
No matter how long she waited.
The Goddess of Justice did not respond to her prayers.
As if the God’s very existence had vanished.
“Why……!”
Seeing Aries repeat the word “why” like a broken record, Khan lowered his hand from her shoulder and grimaced. After hearing Esperus’s message at the dimensional passage, he had rushed back, grabbed Leo, and demanded that he pray just like he had with Aries.
And.
‘I… I received no response…….’
Leo, who had collapsed like a terrified child, also failed to sense the presence of the Goddess of Justice. There was only one thing this could mean.
‘The heavens have imprisoned the Goddess of Justice….’
The Goddess of Justice was being prevented from responding to the prayers of her followers, thus preventing her prospective apostle and paladins from aiding the rampaging barbarian on the surface.
Eventually, a thought crossed his mind of the brave girl who would be striving to maintain order within the church.
“Elena……!”
She was in danger.
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The room was filled with stained glass depicting the gods of heaven. The only furniture inside was a bed just big enough for one person, a thick book of theology, and a wardrobe containing spare sacred robes.
To put it nicely, the room was orderly, but in truth, it was quite bleak. The owner of this room was Elena.
Chosen by the Goddess of Justice as the prospective wielder of the Scales, she had uncovered the corruption within the upper echelons of the church, secured a cardinal’s position, and gained an undeniable voice. Now, she had begun to exude the aura of a mature woman.
‘…Today, too.’
Elena’s closed eyes slowly opened. Though she rarely showed emotional turmoil, even she couldn’t hide the slight tremble in her gaze.
‘Today again. No answer.’
The Goddess of Justice had stopped responding to Elena’s prayers. In fact, he had stopped responding to the prayers of all priests and paladins who served Him.
Had something gone wrong? But then again… what could possibly go wrong with a heavenly God? And even if the Goddess of Justice had somehow been annihilated…
Paah.
‘There’s no problem with holy power.’
If that were the case, most of the immense holy power Elena possessed should have vanished. Yet, she was still a cardinal-level priest capable of using holy arts, and her ability to wield pure holy power was among the best in the church.
“…I don’t understand.”
A sigh escaped Elena’s lips.
‘There’s already too much to worry about….’
Since becoming a cardinal, the tasks she was responsible for were overwhelmingly heavy and complex for a young priestess who had just shed her girlish innocence. She frequently found herself signing documents that decided the lives of many.
It was the side effect of abruptly overthrowing the corrupt leadership. Cardinal Zion, the cardinal of Levant, had temporarily moved to the main temple to share the workload, but…
Given that the Pantheon Church’s activities spanned the entire continent, it was an insurmountable task. On top of that, the worst happened: Khan got caught in a demon’s trap. As the conflict with the demon escalated, an internal war broke out.
‘I just want to quit….’
Hundreds, no, thousands of times she had considered abandoning everything and returning to the secular world in a fit of rage. If Khan had seen her expression, he would have likened it to that of an overworked office employee.
‘Now, even if I want to quit, I can’t.’
Elena’s gaze shifted to the firmly closed door, her self-mocking smile fading. It was an ordinary door she could walk through at any time. It wasn’t barred from the outside, nor was there any measure preventing her from leaving. But for the past ten days, Elena had not stepped outside.
No, she couldn’t.
“Cardinal Elena. Could it be that something has gone wrong since the Goddess is not answering our prayers?”
“Rather than the delusion that the Goddess of Justice has encountered a problem, wouldn’t it be more plausible that she is silent due to Her disappointment in your conduct?”
“We have confirmed that Cardinal Elena and seventeen other paladins have not received any divine responses. Regrettably, let us take this time to reflect in prayer. Additionally, as soon as Apostle Aries and the paladin of the Ishtantil family return, we will investigate whether they have received any divine responses.”
Elena and several paladins were caught in the church’s internal “self-purification” actions triggered by the Goddess of Justice’s silence.
From an external perspective, it seemed somewhat forced, but for those who served the gods, it was a suspicion they could not escape. Elena accepted the order for self-reflection.
While she was confined in the single-room prison known as the “prayer room.” the newly empowered cardinals began to move. They aimed to reduce Elena’s influence and the voice of the Paladin Order within the church, suppressing dissent by claiming their own piety as justification.
The reason Elena, confined in her room, was aware of these behind-the-scenes maneuvers was simple.
Knock, knock.
“Come in.”
At her permission, a small, cute-looking girl entered the room. She was one of the many apprentice priests helping with various chores at the main temple in hopes of becoming a priestess.
And.
“Sister, sister! I have amazing news…!”
The girl had grown up with Elena at the convent run by former vice-captain of the Paladin Order, bertha, and was as close as a real sister.
“Why the fuss now? Are they saying they’ll strip the title of Cardinal from my name?”
“They talk about that all day. No, it’s something more interesting!”
“What is it?”
Reluctantly indulging her younger sister’s excitement, Elena’s expression gradually hardened.
“There’s talk of the church retracting the ‘Oath of Purification.’
With the spread of demonic realms becoming uncontrollable, the idea is that instead of focusing on hopeless great demonic realm exterminations, they should use that force to eradicate the demonic realms outside.”
“…So?”
“So what?”
“That story. How far has it progressed?”
“How would I know?”
Elena swallowed a sigh at the girl’s perky shoulder shrug, thinking she didn’t realize how terrible the news she was delivering was.
‘The Oath of Purification… It’s a safeguard to prevent a few transcendents from controlling the fate of the continent and a measure to prevent the overflow of great demonic realms. They’re thinking of rescinding it?’
This wasn’t something to be casually dismissed. The danger of unchecked great demonic realms was obvious, but the real problem was the transcendents who would be unleashed without their restraints.
Their number wasn’t many.
Only five.
‘But if you include the Sword Master of Sword Mountain, who was bound by the oath for being deemed a transcendent force, six monsters would be unleashed at once?’
The continent would fall into great chaos. Living disasters more terrifying than suddenly appearing and encroaching demonic realms would rampage freely across the continent.
The emperor would certainly oppose this.
“Are you sure this came from the upper levels of the church?”
“Yeah. It’s almost a certainty within the main temple.”
“…It’s a fifty-fifty chance.”
The oath’s issuers were twofold.
The emperor and the heavens.
The emperor would resist nullifying the oath as much as possible. After all, it was he who had bound the transcendents with this cunning strategy. He was also well aware that the wrathful blades of these transcendents would be directed at him.
“Thanks for the news.”
“No need to thank me! Oh, and there’s also a rumor that heresy trials against non-human races will be conducted. Considering the recent war initiated by the Beastmen, and the havoc caused by the Dwarven pirates and the Paradise faction, it seems that’s the reason.”
After chatting with the girl about various things and allowing her to loaf around to her heart’s content, Elena spoke lightly to her satisfied younger sister.
“Don’t worry about bringing news for a while. I need to focus on my prayers.”
“Got it!”
Elena waved goodbye to the smiling girl, but her own expression gradually turned cold.
Until now, she hadn’t felt the need to move hastily, but things had changed.
‘The Oath of Purification, heresy trials.’
Neither could be allowed to happen. The former was obvious, but the latter was just as important. The non-human races included the barbarian of Hoarfrost Gorge, and currently, the elves and dwarves were practically under Khan’s rule.
‘Perhaps… the true target isn’t the Beastmen, elves, or dwarves….’
Elena’s thoughts raced as she pondered.
“…The Paladin Order won’t do.”
This wasn’t a fight that could be won by force. It had to be fought with reason and faith, using words to choke the life out of the opponent in the church’s power struggles.
‘What cards can I play at this point?’
It wasn’t uncommon for priests not to receive responses from their gods. If gods responded to every prayer of their followers, the gods of the Pantheon, who had followers all over the continent, would be summoned all day long without rest.
Thus, a divine response was proof that the God took an interest in the matter and a testament to one’s faith. Elena and the paladins not receiving a response cast suspicion on their loyalty.
‘I lack both justification and faith.’
So, how could she….
As Elena’s worries deepened,
Bang— Bang—
“……?”
The sound from the stained-glass wall broke her concentration. For a moment, she thought she had misheard, but—
Bang. Bang.
The same sound came again, and her face twisted slightly. She was confined in a prayer room at the top of the highest tower in the main temple.
Swoosh.
Elena quietly slid her hand into the sleeve of her sacred robe and cautiously approached the wall. No matter how mad with power the cardinals might be, would they send an assassin after her? There was no harm in being careful….
“Oh dear, you should have made some noise inside. It was so quiet I thought no one was here.”
“……!”
Elena spun around, startled by the voice coming from behind her. Almost simultaneously, she lashed out with a kick—
“Why, why are you attacking me!”
The bald man who had effortlessly blocked her attack quickly stepped back in surprise.
“You are…?”
“Don’t you remember me? I’m Alejandro.”
“…Of course I remember.”
Alejandro was the notorious assassin, famed for killing countless Beastmen commanders on the front lines, a figure akin to the Grim Reaper. Even without their shared connection to Khan, it was impossible not to know him.
But…
“Why are you here?”
She couldn’t completely let her guard down; the chaotic turmoil she had endured was too shadowy and grim. Moreover, since Khan’s disappearance, the remaining comrades’ unity wasn’t what it used to be.
“The boss sent me. Said things here are urgent.”
“…! Has Khan returned?! Did Ludmilla’s plan succeed?”
“Uh, not exactly. From what I heard, he returned on his own. Being who he is, we just accepted it.”
Escaping Hell after falling into a trap set by the Scion of the Arch Demon? It sounded like a fictional tale, but Elena didn’t doubt it for a second.
“Then, Aries and Sir Leonir must be with him, so Khan must be aware of the issues with the Goddess of Justice. And about the Oath of Purification and the heresy trials?”
“Before coming here, he already spoke with His Majesty. According to His Majesty, the oath has already been compromised…”
“Compromised?”
“Apostle of the Knight God…? Reports have come from the border of the great demonic realm that he appeared and then vanished.”
“…!”
The Apostle of the Knight God. Hearing that name made Elena’s face harden. She had never met him personally, but his notorious reputation through documents and rumors was well deserved.
‘Executor E-Urel.’
Across the entire Pantheon Church…
No, among all current humanity, he was the pure human who had lived the longest—
“The executor of heresy trials… appearing now, amid the ongoing heresy trials against barbarian and other non-human races.”
“Yes. Most likely, he’s targeting the boss.”
Dangerous.
Elena instinctively knew this was no time to debate legitimacy and faith. The name of Executor E-Urel carried that much weight. Even for her, who had witnessed the Great Warrior slay dragons, demons, and giants, predicting a chance of victory against E-Urel was difficult.
The reason was simple. He was the one who captured transcendents who refused to enter the great demonic realm alive and threw them in.
“We can’t waste any more time. Where is Khan…? No, I must move myself…!”
The Apostle of the Knight God would surely come to the Pantheon’s main temple. Before he appeared and took control of the church, she had to take whatever measures she could.
However.
“Well, actually…”
Upon realizing the issues with the Goddess of Justice and that he was being targeted through the emperor, Khan didn’t run.
“The boss. He’s already outside.”
“What?!”
Just as Elena, shocked, turned her gaze outside, a blaring alarm echoed through the entire main temple.
Deeeng— Deeeng— Deeeng—!
Signaling that the feared situation had erupted.
“I… I tried to stop him, but he insisted on facing the trial.”
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A barbarian visiting the main temple of the Pantheon Church, where external visitors were rare. For the priests of the main temple, this news was alarming enough to spark an immediate emergency meeting among the hardline cardinals in the church leadership.
“Why now…? Could the news of the heresy trials have leaked?”
“This information has never leaked outside the main temple.”
“No, it’s already spread outside. The culprit is the royal family. The Oath of Purification, heresy trials targeting the entire non-human race. These are issues that couldn’t proceed without discussions with the emperor.”
The culprit was the emperor. It was the emperor who had spread the information about the heresy trials to the non-human races. There was no other way to think about it. Yet no one dared to mention the emperor out loud.
‘No matter what, openly antagonizing the emperor would be too risky.’
‘We haven’t secured a solid foundation yet.’
The faction of cardinals leading the Oath of Purification and the heresy trials, who had effectively imprisoned Elena and seventeen paladins, was far from being the mainstream.
For the Oath of Purification and the heresy trials, there had been divine oracles from the heavens, enabling negotiations with the imperial family without significant opposition.
And regarding Elena’s situation, the justification that “Elena and the paladins lost their faith, causing the Goddess of Justice to fall silent” couldn’t be easily refuted, so most were simply observing the situation.
‘If we carelessly invoke the name of the imperial family now….’
The hardline cardinals glanced at the empty seat at the round table. The cardinal of Levant, where the imperial palace was located. The leader of the moderate faction, fiercely opposing the hardliners over Elena’s imprisonment.
Cardinal Zion wouldn’t remain silent.
“……What about Apostle E-Urel?”
“No news yet. The last we heard, he had escaped from the great demonic realm.”
“Damn…. That barbarian, isn’t he the one who recently went missing? The one who achieved numerous feats across the frontier kingdoms and became the Borderland Marquis of Canuta…. The Dragon Marquis.”
As cardinals of the main temple, they had to be well-informed about external affairs.
The barbarian with the unprecedented title of Dragon Marquis. Unless one was a fool living with closed ears, they would have heard of the heroic deeds he had accomplished.
But the hardline cardinals knew about Borderland Marquis Gordi Khan for another reason.
“Of all times, now….”
“We haven’t forgotten the prophecy that he would return someday, but the timing is too coincidental.”
Their target had always been Gordi Khan from the beginning. They were aware of the divine oracle from their God concerning a mortal on earth.
“That Gordi Khan must be eliminated.”
“The gods of the Pantheon have said that he has allied with the Scion of the Arch Demon.”
“Hmm… So, you’re saying that a scion informed him? But how could demons from Hell manage that?”
“No, what’s more puzzling is why he came to the main temple alone. Was he here to rampage out of anger? If so, he’s being far too calm.”
Indeed.
The reason why the hardline cardinals could afford to engage in leisurely debate was that their uninvited guest had calmly accepted his detention.
But why? This fundamental question finally emerged among the hardline cardinals.
“… There’s no choice but to ask him directly.”
The cardinals, thinking there might be room for negotiation given his willingness to accept detention rather than rely on his strength to cause chaos, ordered their crusaders to bring Khan in.
Simultaneously, they issued a state of emergency throughout the main temple, distributing supplies as if preparing for a battle with demons.
“The Borderland Marquis of Canuta is here─!”
Just as preparations to greet their ‘guest’ were completed, the hardline cardinals moved to a larger venue.
Facing a warrior who had slain demons and dragons in a cramped meeting room seemed unwise; they felt safer in a spacious area with their forces ready.
“This is quite a commotion. Are the new cardinals rather fearful?”
“… Welcome, Dragon Marquis. Given the circumstances, we ask for your understanding of the large number of people present.”
In the center of the main temple. In a vast open space occasionally used for large-scale training of paladins, three hardline cardinals stood facing the Dragon Marquis Khan, who wore a white cloth around his wrist.
Surrounding them, crusaders formed a perimeter around the open space.
The crusaders were armed with blessed swords and shields, reinforced by holy power, and equipped with crossbows imbued with divine lightning. Their eyes, trained for battles against demons, showed no trace of fear.
The cardinals seemed bolstered by the crusaders’ stance.
“Your understanding is appreciated. Since you came uninvited, this much I can concede.”
“… Thank you.”
Until they looked directly into Khan’s blazing golden eyes.
Tremble—
Cold sweat trickled down, and their hands shook. They couldn’t even meet his gaze properly, their eyes unable to lift from a downward glance.
‘What is this?’
These were men who had faced numerous nobles, knights, and mages to rise to their positions. They had never lacked resolve and weren’t the type to shrink at the sight of a mere glance.
“Are you unwell? You seem to be trembling quite a bit.”
“N-No, nothing of the sort!”
They tried to shout forcefully, but they couldn’t hide the tremor in their voices.
‘Why am I reacting like this? Am I afraid of a single barbarian? This is absurd…!’
“It’s dark magic.”
This man was using some demonic trickery to unsettle their minds!
“Huff!”
Suddenly, a holy spell spread from the three cardinals, encompassing the entire open space. It was an anti-psychotic holy spell usually deployed against demons or their mind-controlling powers.
Casting it over such a wide area demonstrated that these cardinals hadn’t earned their positions purely through politicking.
However.
‘Wh-Why…!’
Despite this, their trembling did not subside.
『Of course not. This isn’t some vile power; it’s the inherent might of a dragon.』
The Spirit of Resentment, finding their resistance amusing, offered a snide comment.
‘He’s not wrong.’
Khan chuckled as he observed the cardinals, who still couldn’t meet his gaze.
The Spirit of Resentment had restored its original level and dispersed its essence within Khan’s mental realm, blending Khan’s psyche with that of a dragon. The natural aura of a dragon that now emanated from him was pressing down on the mortal minds.
It wasn’t an demonic energy, so the holy spell meant to counteract demonic influence had little effect.
“…We have nothing to say to the Dragon Marquis. By merely overlooking the impropriety of your unannounced visit to the main temple, we have fulfilled our duty.”
Perhaps the spell had some minor effect, as one stern-looking cardinal stepped forward and began to speak arrogantly. Khan, instead of rebuking him, responded with a sly tone.
“Impropriety, you say….”
“The main temple is the sacred ground of the Pantheon Church, accessible only with special permission. Not even the nobility of the Empire can enter unannounced, let alone with muddy feet. Not even His Majesty the Emperor could do such a thing.”
As he spoke, the cardinal’s confidence seemed to grow, and his trembling eyes steadied.
Yes, this was the holy ground of the Pantheon, guarded by crusaders and paladins armed with holy power. It wouldn’t crumble just because an enraged barbarian caused a ruckus!
“So, it would be best if you leave now. No matter what rumors brought you here. Once we make an official announcement, you can lodge an official complaint, which will be more beneficial to your status as Borderland Marquis—”
“That’s an amusing notion. Do you genuinely believe that the church has the power to judge and punish me…?”
“How dare you…! Must you truly experience the might of the Pantheon Church firsthand before you relent-!”
…BOOM─!! Rumble.
A deafening roar echoed, and something collapsed. The cardinals and the crusaders all failed to grasp what had happened at that moment.
“… The tower!”
Only belatedly did they notice one of the spires had been smashed to pieces, leaving only debris. Khan was retrieving his outstretched hand, having seemingly punched the air, and the demolished tower made the implications clear even to a fool.
“Crusaders! Judge this rogue! No trial is necessary! Execute him─! Make him pay for rampaging in the sacred ground of the Pantheon-!”
At the command, the crusaders, in legion formation, began to move simultaneously. However, their blades never reached Khan.
“No matter how grave the sin, a trial is still necessary. You primitive medieval simpletons.”
Khan laughed softly and lifted his head.
“I even brought all the sinners here.”
At his words, the cardinal who had been shouting frantically followed Khan’s gaze to the sky.
“A shadow…?”
For a moment, the cardinal couldn’t believe his eyes. There was a shadow in the sky. How could there be a shadow in the clear sky?
“It seems to be getting closer…?”
“Not seems, it really is getting closer! And that’s not a shadow…!”
“It’s a dragon! The Dragon Marquis summoned a dragon─!”
Finally, the cardinals’ eyes snapped back to Khan, who stood calmly. The Dragon Marquis, the Borderland Marquis of the Empire known as the Dragon’s Consort. That man was Gordi Khan. Naturally, summoning dragons was within his capabilities.
“If all you have is a dragon, it changes nothing! Kill him! He’s obviously a demon’s contractor!”
“One dragon? I told you.”
I brought them all. Sensing something off in Khan’s derisive smile, the cardinals prepared to cast their strongest divine spells.
Thud…!
Suddenly, a small figure descended from the sky, landing lightly. The figure’s platinum hair, glistening in the sunlight, swayed gently. She wore no armor, but the radiant holy armor enveloping her slender body drew everyone’s attention.
Anyone from the main temple would recognize her immediately. The Sword of Justice, a paladin renowned for her heroic feats in the war against the Beastmen, hailed as a saint.
“S-Saint Aries….”
Her eyes, typically devoid of emotion, appeared even more indifferent, sending chills down the cardinals’ spines.
But the arrivals from the sky didn’t stop there.
“Hrng. In all my years, I never thought I’d visit the main temple of the Pantheon. Should I take a piss before I leave?”
“William, you need to maintain your dignity. After all, you’re a prince.”
“Prince, my ass! I’m the Dwarf King, and I never had a son like that! Stop spouting nonsense, elf!”
Present were the Dwarf King and Prince William, who were now under the command of Borderland Marquis of Canuta, along with High Elf Neria.
“Why did I even come here…”
“Kahahah! Such a whining youngster!”
Gold Badge Mercenary Veil, known as the Spellblade. Great Warrior Gordi, the apostle of Karyan who commanded the warriors of Hoarfrost Gorge.
“My lord, as you commanded, everyone except those sent to scout the great demonic realm has been assembled.”
『Anyone would think it was you who gathered them. It was I who swallowed my pride and lent my back.』
And Khan’s apostle Maya Eldred, the last surviving sea dragon Natrix, and the mixed army of elves, dwarves, and barbarian. Essentially, the entire military strength of the Borderland Marquis’s domain had gathered in one place.
“What… What is this…”
The sight of a force capable of attacking the capital of the Empire assembling in the blink of an eye left the cardinals stunned beyond belief. Even the steps of the crusaders, usually fortified by near-fanatical faith, faltered.
“I told you. I came for a trial.”
“A trial! This looks more like you’re preparing for war…!”
“It is war. I plan to sweep away the fools who were completely deceived by a false angel. But I’ll still take the trial.”
Khan sneered at the frantic cardinals, pointing his finger at the sun.
“Not by some nobodies like you. By the gods of the heavens themselves. So…”
Tell those vaunted gods of the Pantheon to come out, all of them. Khan’s gaze, more arrogant and absurd than ever, fixed on a certain point. He directed his attention towards the unseen observers, the divine entities of the Pantheon who were still hiding and watching the situation unfold.
“If they don’t come out, I’ll storm in myself.”
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“Typical demon spawn, spouting nonsense…! Coming to the main temple and saying such things—!”
“…Contrary to the rumors, you’re irritatingly cautious.”
“What did you say?”
Despite the cardinal’s retort, Khan no longer gave him a glance. It was as if he was saying he had no interest in him from the start, offering only a sneer to the empty sky.
‘Come on, then. Show yourself.’
Khan focused on the still-present divine mark of the Goddess of Justice, his Dragon’s Eye gleaming sharply.
Engaging with these hardline cardinals and other small fry was merely a stall tactic. He needed time to locate the entrance to the heavenly realm somewhere within the main temple.
‘I knew there was an entrance somewhere in the main temple… but to think it was in the sky.’
Assuming the information from the Dragon’s Eye was accurate, the passage to the heavens lay high in the sky. It was so well hidden, a minute spatial distortion that even the Dragon’s Eye had difficulty spotting without close inspection.
‘The problem is… there’s no way to open it from this side.’
When he had been caught in the dimensional collapse, it was because he had fallen into a trap set by the Arch Demon’s heir, Aecharis. When he returned to Midland, Esperus had opened the already existing passage for him.
And the passage the demon contractors had opened to summon Behelanokto was effectively done by the demons of Hell. Similarly, unless the heavens opened the entrance first, accessing the passage from this side was nearly impossible.
‘Without Mortalia’s Jewel of Stupor… that would be the case.’
As the wind spirit enveloped his entire body, his vision soared away from the ground. There was no need for the dramatic leaps and bounds he had used before. Following the footholds created by the wind spirit, he swiftly ascended, leaving the crusaders and cardinals below gaping up at the sky.
In the blink of an eye, he was only one jump away from reaching his destination.
『Arrogant—』
A voice with a hint of transcendence echoed. Then, as space distorted, a colossal hand descended like a thunderbolt, as if to punish the human daring to trespass into the sky.
“Get lost!”
Clang…! KABOOM─!!
The enormous mass crushed down with immense force. Even Khan’s body, enhanced by Esperus’s blood, groaned under the pressure, as if holding up a falling meteor. The sheer, primordial weight and force drove Khan straight down to the ground.
Crash!
Khan landed hard, his feet embedding into the earth. He crouched as if ready to spring back into the sky but paused at the sound of a voice.
『Arrogant and yet so magnificent. Born a mere mortal, you have dared to invade the heavens. Surely, you have endured countless trials and achieved great feats. Feats so great that they have shaken the fate of the world.』
The voice was that of a young man.
Yet, somehow, it also carried the resonance of an elderly sage reflecting on life. That voice belonged to a being both human and yet granted centuries of life, a paradoxical existence.
“Executor E-Urel.”
『Indeed. A child who has made himself noble. From the start, you intended to draw me out. Now that I see your face, I understand.』
Just as he said, a smile played on Khan’s lips. However, their conversation was abruptly interrupted.
“E-Executor E-Urel! Weren’t you supposed to be returning to the main temple? Why are you here?! And what is that portal?!”
A hardline cardinal’s voice cut through, brimming with anger.
“Could it be that the barbarian was right about the entrance to the heavens…!”
『I remember your face. I saw you in the heavens. Outwardly, you act as a devout follower listening to the words of the gods, but inwardly, you are a child chasing power.』
It is not your turn.
The voice from the ‘passage’ to the heavens abruptly silenced the cardinal’s outburst. It was a decisive statement that he was unworthy of interrupting.
『Noble mortal, you are now called the Dragon Marquis, but even before that, I was ‘watching’ you. From the turbulent skies of the great demonic realm, I observed you shining brightly and smashing everything like a furious storm.』
“Should I consider that an honor?”
『I watched you of my own accord, so there is no honor in that.』
With the dry tone of an old man, executioner E-Urel spoke. He stated that he had been aware of Khan even before the heavens took notice.
Khan did not know.
Leniyar, who had been confined to Sword Mountain for her misdeeds, had been freed under the orders of Sword Master Valken Leichtahp, which were essentially orders from Executor E-Urel.
When facing the ancient mage ‘Alpha’, who had succumbed to chaos in the demonic realm of the Argon Kingdom, it was E-Urel who had observed the disturbance in the chaos of the great demonic realm and instructed the Sword Master to investigate the major events unfolding on the continent.
『I had anticipated a summons from the heavens. Indeed, they breached the ‘oath’ to extract me from the great demonic realm. Valken, that child, was insistent.』
E-Urel’s voice carried a hint of displeasure as he spoke.
‘That makes sense.’
In Khan’s memory, executioner E-Urel was not an unreasonable or brutal figure. He was a man who saw the purification of the great demonic realm as his destiny. If Khan had followed the original questline, E-Urel would have been a steadfast ally in the final battle.
But now, things were different.
『Regardless, I will fulfill my duty as assigned. My personal feelings are irrelevant before the divine command. What will you do?』
“I told you my purpose from the start. If I am to be judged, the gods of the heavens must come themselves.”
『Very well…. Then prioritize your goal. I will fulfill my duty.』
Additionally,
『Your goal will never be achieved. Absolutely.』
With that final, stern declaration, as if decreed by the heavens themselves, E-Urel’s voice faded.
Then the passage to another dimension began to open, revealing its true form.
It was an entirely pure white door, colossal enough to cram an ogre through it.
Fwooooouuu…!
Trumpets made of gold, attached like ornaments to the corners of the white door, blasted a fierce melody signaling the start of the battle. The demeanor of the cardinals and crusaders on the ground changed completely.
The divine blessing embedded in the trumpet’s melody infused them with holy power. In this moment, the crusaders were transformed into a legion of quasi-paladins….
“Crusaders—! Stop these heretics!”
The cardinals’ divine spells reached their peak.
Unless their heads were severed or their hearts exploded, they could keep breathing. They began to rampage, seemingly forgetting the earlier confusion, forcing the forces of the Borderland Marquis’s domain, led by Natrix, to engage in combat.
“The call of the gods guides me!”
“Punish these vile heretics—!”
Already fanatic in their faith, the crusaders, now directly blessed by the gods of the heavens and sensing the divine presence through the passage, became true berserkers.
As the crusaders charged towards the named warriors of the Borderland Marquis’s domain, who had descended to the battlefield,
CRASH—!!
A section of the fanatical crusaders was instantly swept away.
A bolt of lightning from the sky—.
“Ha! This is fantastic!”
“The dwarves’ firepower is unmatched in the world!”
No, it was a lightning bolt fired from the dwarven magi-engineered cannons.
These cannons were the product of the immense funds, hidden assets, and the mad research of scholars who had moved parts of their facilities to the Borderland Marquis’s domain. Each time these cannons fired, they consumed massive chunks of mana stones, but their power was real.
“Fire again—!”
As the Dwarf King laughed heartily, ten cannons mounted on Natrix’s back unleashed their lightning bolts.
KABOOM!!
Ten streaks of lightning struck the ground.
That alone decimated a third of the crusaders. Despite the divine blessings and the absence of holy armor symbolizing the paladins, they were just moving targets.
But as soon as the cardinals’ healing light enveloped the battlefield,
“They’re getting back up?!”
“They’re not undead, are they?! After taking that hit and standing up?! Damn it!! Fire again! Just melt them down—!”
The crusaders, charred to a crisp, rose like undead. As the dwarves hastily reloaded the cannons in shock,
“We just need to reach that door!”
“Yes. But… it won’t be easy.”
Khan, grasping Indomitable and Draupnir, calmed the excited Great Warrior in anticipation of the upcoming fierce battle.
『They are coming.』
The moment the Spirit of Resentment, sharing Khan’s Dragon’s Eye, issued a warning, the enormous arm from earlier emerged from the pure white gate once more.
It resembled the arm of a giant at first glance, but it was not a part of any biological entity.
‘Aura…!’
Executor E-Urel was an apostle of the Knight God and wielded a power befitting his title. Instead of the holy power exclusive to paladins, he used the knight’s power, aura.
KWAHAAA!!
Before the aura-formed fist could even reach the ground, the Great Warrior, who had sprung up with pure leg strength, clashed head-on with E-Urel’s aura.
… BOOOM!
For a few seconds, the collision seemed frozen in time as the auras clashed and then exploded. The delayed shockwave crashed down towards the ground—
CRACK!
Remarkably, the Great Warrior, who lost the contest of strength, couldn’t even land properly and was slammed into the earth. E-Urel’s aura, though, only lost its arm shape.
『Impressive. A warrior I’ve never seen before… from Hoarfrost Gorge?』
E-Urel, having fully controlled the dispersing aura, began reshaping it into a new form.
A human form. Though the aura was tinged with a blue hue, making it hard to discern the exact appearance, it was clear he took the appearance of an ordinary young man.
The kind of common face one might see walking around the empire’s cities, with worn-out leather armor that had long since lost its protective qualities, and hair that reached his waist, unkempt for ages.
It was exactly how Khan remembered Executor E-Urel.
‘That’s….’
It was not unusual for transcendents to use doppelgangers or spiritual projections. They cleverly circumvent the world’s laws, projecting a small fraction of their true power onto the mortal plane to exert influence.
But E-Urel’s aura-formed doppelganger… was something different.
“Can you do that with aura too?”
『Of course. And… I can do this as well.』
With a stoic expression, E-Urel’s doppelganger took the stance of a swordsman with bare hands. A swordsman without a sword striking a pose might seem ridiculous. But E-Urel was a knight.
FWHAA!!
Stars coalesced.
E-Urel’s hand grasped the blue night sky, within which a star shone brightly.
A star so radiant that it nearly blinded Karyan.
‘Dangerous…!’
Khan instinctively realized.
This was not the authority of the Knight God.
This was E-Urel himself.
A man born human, granted centuries of life, who had continually walked a path of self-imposed trials and hardships.
『Try to block it.』
You will die. That premonition crawled up Khan’s spine just as—
The sword of the night sky, moving in a slow, deliberate arc, created a trail of starlight.
SSSHHHAAA.
The starlight engulfed the entire world──.
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“Here… is the eastern part of the continent….”
Everywhere one looked, it defied common sense. The sky, dyed in a purple hue, was devoid of stars. There was neither a sun nor a moon. Yet, it was strangely bright.
“It’s hard to believe this place was once called the continent’s largest granary.”
“You’re talking about the ancient empire, right? The one that waged war against the dragons.”
“Yes. Ah, speaking of the ancient empire….”
“Well, I don’t really know. I don’t want to recall old memories….”
“My apologies.”
Ron apologized to the heightened senses of the Beast God, who was as alert as a beast in an unfamiliar environment, and looked around with an incredulous expression.
The east of Midland was a demonic land composed entirely of deserts. There was no vegetation, and the environment was so harsh it seemed designed to kill humans. With no vegetation, it was impossible to find simple food, and the climate changed drastically between day and night.
In the time of the ancient empire, it had been the continent’s largest granary. Even during the modern empire, it produced enough food to feed the entire population and then some, earning it the name ‘Golden Land.’
However, everything changed after the Great Demonic Realm engulfed the east.
“The Great Demonic Realm…. I never thought I’d see it with my own eyes. Miss Ludmilla must feel the same, no?”
“Indeed.”
Originally, there would have been no reason to venture outside the Forest of the Inverted Cross. Ludmilla admitted this matter-of-factly. If it weren’t for Khan, a barbarian, and her interest in the relics of the sorceress, she would have ended her life in exile in the frontier Argon, branded with the derogatory title of Witch.
She would never have come to the Great Demonic Realm, known as the ‘end’ of the continent.
“Anyway. It’s an amazing place. What’s even more surprising is that this isn’t the true start of the Great Demonic Realm.”
“If what the warrior told us is true… we’re still at the first level. This is just the entrance to the demonic land.”
Listening to the familiar conversation between Ron and Jan, who now seemed as close as father and son, Ludmilla recalled the information about the Great Demonic Realm that Khan had shared.
First level, the Boundary.
Second level, the Realm of Chaos.
Third level, the Cradle of Void.
Currently, Ludmilla and her party were at the first level, the ‘Boundary’.
Specifically, it referred to the land in the eastern part of the continent that had been eroded by the influence of the Great Demonic Realm. As one approached the second level, the ‘Realm of Chaos’, they would encounter monsters tainted by the void.
“Even at the entrance of the first level, it’s like this…. I can’t imagine how terrible it must be deeper inside. Moreover, it’s hard to imagine anyone living in such a place.”
The rest of the party agreed with Ron’s words. Though they did not doubt the information given by Khan, the Great Demonic Realm they saw with their own eyes was a place where it seemed impossible for anyone to live.
At that moment, the strange creatures following the group at a distance….
“Miss Ludmilla.”
“… Yoro, right?”
“Yes. You remember.”
Among the ‘demonkin’ sent by Esperus to help Khan, the most unsettling one approached Ludmilla.
“Well, the thing is, I smell blood. There are two types: one is human, the other seems to be a beast.”
“… I don’t smell anything.”
“Haha. Of course, the Beast God has extraordinarily acute senses, but my original, Esperus, also has an exceptional sense of ‘blood’.”
“Blood…. Human and beast?”
“Yes. Judging by the length of the trail, it seems they brought the beast in from outside.”
It was unlikely that someone deliberately left a trail as a trap only Yoro, akin to a Scion of the Arch Demon, could recognize. Bringing in a beast likely meant they were using it for food.
“How do you feel about this direction? As our guide.”
“Hmm, it seems fine. I don’t sense any particular danger, although it does feel a bit sharp…. Anyway, it’s not too dangerous.”
Ludmilla nodded, and the party decided to follow the blood trail. After all, their primary destination was the ‘Lake of Winter’.
The only oasis in this Great Demonic Realm.
And the place where a woman known as a witch, like Ludmilla once was called the Witch of the Forest of the Inverted Cross, resided.
No, it was the place where the true witch stayed.
‘The Winter Witch…. I wonder what kind of person she is.’
If she was someone called a witch, she must be an exceptional sorceress. Gaining the cooperation of the Winter Witch would make their journey through the Great Demonic Realm much easier, fulfilling Khan’s advice with simplicity.
Great talent often brought loneliness. Just as Ludmilla had experienced in the past. A faint smile appeared on Ludmilla’s lips. She had no doubt that Khan, heading towards the pantheon, would successfully enter the heavens and achieve his desired goal.
***
‘Did I lose…. Damn it.’
His body… honestly, was in perfect condition.
Considering he was on the brink of losing consciousness, it was an unbelievable situation. After all, he had been hit and swept away by the mysterious attack launched by Executor E-Urel, making him pass out.
He had been a bit arrogant. Even though he was bound by the law, he had captured the Beast God, who was once a God of his race, and in Hell, he had destroyed the true form of a demon.
‘I thought by now, I wouldn’t get beaten up by a transcendent being.’
He truly believed that. No, he even thought that no one but a God could stand against him.
But….
‘Shit.’
What the hell was that? It wasn’t holy power, nor was it aura. Although it was a technique displayed by a clone made of aura, Khan judged it to be closer to the ash-gray power he wielded. Using willpower to exert physical force.
However, E-Urel’s final strike was beyond merely forging willpower. What kind of human will shines like a star in the night sky?
“… Damn it.”
“Understand, I had no other choice. But at least I left your body intact, right? And… if you had resisted fiercely, it wouldn’t have been this easy.”
Of course. Khan twisted his mouth and stood up, looking around with his intact body.
“Is this the heavens? It’s desolately bleak.”
“That’s pretty much the case. Well, wouldn’t hell be similar?”
“No. Honestly, hell is quite livable. It’s even better than Midland.”
“… I see. You returned from hell, didn’t you? You got that absurd dark magic there too?”
“It was given to me by a brother I didn’t even know I had.”
Khan responded tersely to the man who interrupted his monologue—E-Urel, the one responsible for knocking him out—while being aware of the feel of the Unyielding and Draupnir in his hands.
“Where is this? I know it’s the heavens, but where exactly?”
“There are various zones in the heavens. The gods are fundamentally arrogant and do not leave their territories. This is a sanctuary of one of the lesser-known gods. When a God’s concept is obscure or lacks faith, they end up in the outskirts of the heavens. It’s perfect for a situation like this.”
“And what happened to this unknown God?”
“Take a guess.”
Khan shrugged at E-Urel’s playful retort. He didn’t particularly care. It didn’t matter to him whether a divinity in the heavens was dead or not.
‘At least there was some point in getting captured quietly.’
Indeed.
E-Urel’s transcendent swordsmanship was undoubtedly something that even Khan and his group would have struggled to resist. But if Khan had fiercely resisted using the ash-gray power, he could have easily freed himself.
The ash-gray power was the force that repelled everything constituting the world. The reason he didn’t was due to the psychic wave he heard just before the attack struck.
“Don’t resist, let yourself be captured. This might be the only chance to bring you to the heavens.”
The message was conveyed through the will embedded in E-Urel’s sword strike, mixed with mental waves or thoughts, deceiving even the eyes of the gods. Whether to trust it was a gamble, but for Khan, who had Karyan’s eyes, it was a very high-stakes gamble.
And having succeeded in that gamble, he found himself in the heavens.
“So? There must be a reason you brought me here.”
“Hmm… Does it matter? In any case, you’ve achieved your purpose. And I have also fulfilled mine.”
“It does matter. In a place like this, I can’t afford to cooperate with someone whose motives are unknown.”
At those words, E-Urel smiled.
“Wise. But let me point out an error: you weren’t my true objective. You were just a bonus. The one who entrusted me with this dangerous task is very merciful and made sure you wouldn’t get caught up in it.”
“… A task?”
An ominous statement.
If E-Urel, an apostle of the Knight God, had done this under a God’s command, then from the context, it didn’t seem like that God was the Knight God…. But before that.
“Then who was your actual target?”
“Well, it’s the child lying at your feet.”
Only after hearing E-Urel’s words did Khan notice the platinum-haired girl curled up on the ground. It was strange that he hadn’t noticed her until now, given his keen senses, but E-Urel explained that it wasn’t unusual.
“This is a sanctuary, after all. The concept of the God here applies quite strongly. This is the sanctuary left by the ‘God of Solitude’, making it difficult to perceive others. Unless someone can manipulate their will like me, it’s hard for even other gods to notice us.”
Aries lay there, unconscious as if her soul had left her body. Khan reached out to touch her, but E-Urel warned against it.
“She’s just now connecting with a God, so give her a bit more time. If you wake her up now, my mission will be ruined.”
“Connecting with a God…? Don’t tell me…!”
“Yes. The God who asked me to bring her to the heavens is the Goddess of Justice.”
Khan’s eyes twitched. The Goddess of Justice?
“Wasn’t the Goddess of Justice stripped of their divinity?”
“How could that be? She’s one of the highest-ranking gods in the heavens. No one can punish her. After all, the Goddess of Justice is the one who oversees justice and delivers punishment.”
“Why didn’t she answer prayers? Was there a specific reason?”
“Well… things have been chaotic. She probably had no choice but to use a desperate measure to prevent things from getting worse. I don’t know the details either. I haven’t been out of the Great Demonic Realm for long. What I do know is that she sought out this girl last. The key to resolving the situation lies with her.”
In essence, they had to wait until Aries woke up.
“So, for now, just wait. If you have any questions, I’ll answer them as best I can. After all, I brought you here.”
“…”
There was no reason to refuse such an offer.
Moreover, there were numerous matters Khan wanted to clarify. Did the Knight God know about this? Why was he brought along as a bonus? Why did E-Urel obey the orders despite knowing the situation of the Goddess of Justice?
Questions that could help him understand the current situation and formulate future plans swirled in his mind.
But when Khan finally spoke, his question was different from what he had initially intended.
“… That sword strike. How did you do it?”
“Hmm.”
Was it because he didn’t expect the question, or had he been anticipating it? E-Urel smiled faintly.
“Getting an answer from me would be a detour, not a shortcut. You know that, don’t you? It wasn’t some grand technique or power that did it.”
Indeed.
What was contained in that sword strike was purely E-Urel’s life and will. But could it really be done just by instilling willpower?
“That’s the answer. Continuously questioning and reflecting on why the power that transcendent beings and transcendental species, who are granted endless life, cannot wield, is given to mere humans who can’t even live a hundred years. Keep reflecting on it.”
Khan couldn’t respond to E-Urel’s profound words.
At that moment, Aries opened her eyes.
“Let’s stop the chit-chat. Let’s hear what our prospective apostle has to say.”
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Aries remained silent for a long time after regaining consciousness. It was as if she were dazed or under the influence of a mental spell from a dark mage, making Khan wonder if something had gone wrong.
The truth was revealed when she slowly raised her upper body and, in her usual manner, made an astonishing statement.
“… A false God has taken control of the heavens.”
“What did you just say-! Uh, ahem….”
E-Urel, embarrassed by his raised voice, cleared his throat.
Of course, Aries paid no attention to E-Urel’s reaction, and Khan was too focused on the “false God” she mentioned to think about pointing it out.
“Taken control? Are you saying all the gods in the heavens have fallen under the control of this false God?”
“No.”
Aries denied this first, then paused to catch her breath. Though she was usually quiet and brief, it wasn’t because she lacked speaking skills. She just preferred to be as concise and to the point as possible.
That made her words even more shocking.
“Manipulation… Hypnosis… It’s something like that. Otherwise, it doesn’t make sense.”
“… Are you telling me the Goddess of Justice said this?”
“Yes.”
E-Urel’s eyebrows twitched violently. He felt a bit strange being spoken to so casually by someone who had lived less than a tenth of his life.
A barbarian being rude was one thing, but Aries was an apostle of the same God. Even the Sword Master Valken Leichtahp, who was famous across the continent, treated E-Urel with utmost respect….
“If this is true, it is indeed a significant problem.”
But this wasn’t the time to be petty about an old man’s pride. The gods of the heavens being controlled by a “false God”? Who could possibly have the power to manipulate divine beings? If such a being existed, could it truly be called a “false God”…?
E-Urel, who had lived for centuries as an apostle, knew well how ridiculously powerful the divine beings were. It was hard to accept such an idea easily.
Nevertheless—
“Given the nature of the Goddess of Justice, she wouldn’t speak falsehoods. If she believes this to be the true state of the heavens, then it must be so.”
“I knew the laws of the world had influenced the heavens.”
“A mortal knowing about the laws…? How did you… No, then your reason for trying to enter the heavens was…!”
“Well… There’s nothing more certain than seeing it with my own eyes.”
Although his mistrust of the so-called God of the Void played a part, he couldn’t explain that.
‘I still can’t fully trust him.’
Despite the possibility of cooperating to restore order in the heavens, E-Urel ultimately remained an apostle of the Knight God. Furthermore, it was undeniable that he had other objectives, something even he did not deny.
“More importantly, old man, you’re connected to the Knight God. If the gods in the heavens are truly being manipulated….”
“No. I can say with absolute certainty. That stubborn brat is fine. At least for now.”
“Stubborn brat…?”
Putting aside the disrespect of calling the God he serves a “stubborn brat”, his confidence was strangely firm.
“How long do you think I’ve served that brat? It spanned multiple changes of emperors. Even up until the moment I left the Great Demonic Realm to kidnap you, there was no reaction from him. To begin with… that brat, who’s been around for thousands of years, is a God of a much higher rank than you can imagine. If the Goddess of Justice is fine, the Knight God will be fine too.”
“If that’s the case….”
“The problem lies with the lower gods. If the standard for not being controlled by that false God is the Goddess of Justice, then the heavens are essentially under the false God’s control. Even the highest-ranking gods who actively participate are only four in total.”
The highest-ranking gods—those who oversee concepts revered or worshipped by many.
The Knight God.
The Goddess of Justice.
The God of Light.
The God of Death.
These are the four gods who actively involve themselves in the affairs of the heavens.
“Assuming the Gods of Light and Death are also fine, can we seek their cooperation?”
“… I’m not sure. Given the nature of their concepts, they are unpredictable beings. Especially the God of Light… he’s quite enigmatic. You never know what he might do.”
“And the God of Death?”
“He’s the most reasonable, but personally, I don’t want to encounter him. He gives me… an extremely unpleasant feeling.”
“What does that even….”
“If you ever meet the God of Death, which I hope you don’t, you’ll remember my words and deeply regret it. Anyway… did the Goddess of Justice leave any other messages?”
Aries frowned slightly at the question.
“The false God’s divine name.”
“Divine name…? Are you referring to the concept? Ah, right! There were rumors about the birth of a new God. Initially, it seemed like nonsense… but is this new God the ‘false God’?”
“Yes.”
“What is the divine name!”
E-Urel was evidently excited.
A divine name is the most direct representation of the concept or domain a God governs. Knowing the divine name could make things significantly easier.
“The God of Magic.”
“Magic… you say?”
Aries nodded.
Despite getting the answer he wanted, E-Urel’s face hardened.
What defines the rank of a God?
The scope of their domain and the number of their followers. The Knight God is a Supreme God because knights have long been symbols of might, faith, and protection.
The Goddess of Justice is similar. Good people naturally wish for a just world, and evil people fear the retribution of justice. That’s why the Goddess of Justice has a sword and scales as symbols.
What about the God of Light? Most people work during the day and stay in safe places at night because they recognize the dangers of darkness. People don’t doubt the existence of light because it’s such an inherent part of their lives.
The God of Death? Fear of death fuels his power. Hence, he remains a Supreme God even with fewer followers.
‘The God of Magic…?’
Magic.
How do people perceive magic? To ordinary people, a mage is an incomprehensible madman, and magic is an unknown force. To those who understand it, magic symbolizes destruction and an unavoidable disaster.
The biggest problem is the mages themselves—those mad individuals. As much as one might wish otherwise, those obsessed with the study of magic could very well be sending their faith to the God of Magic.
In the end, E-Urel sighed as he reached his conclusion.
“… A Supreme God.”
There was no doubt about it. A concept like magic, even without explicit faith, would easily elevate to the rank of a Supreme God. This posed a significant threat to the three who aimed to restore the heavens to their original state.
“It’s extremely difficult to resolve this on our own. While I am undeniably a very powerful force….”
The unspoken words were clear. I might be able to manage, but you might have a harder time. Khan subtly grimaced, waiting for E-Urel to continue.
“You are an exceptionally skilled warrior. Honestly, even a high-ranking God would struggle to defeat you in pure combat. But with a Supreme God, the situation is different. Their battles aren’t just ‘fights’.”
“If it’s not a fight, then what?”
“Think about it. Can you hold or stop light? Can you kill death? Can you overpower the Knight God, the symbol of might, with brute force? Can you strike a blow against the being that punishes all evil?”
It’s impossible. Even the last two seem challenging, but light and death are completely beyond comprehension.
“It’s about concepts. If a demon’s authority gives them absolute control over a specific domain, a God’s concept is their very essence. To resist them, you need an equivalent ‘something’. For example—”
The night sky unfolded in E-Urel’s grasp once again.
“It’s something only allowed to humans who live fleeting, mortal lives. Willpower, determination, or perhaps resolve. There are many similar terms, but none fit perfectly. However, what is certain is that while this is different from a God’s concept, it’s a power that can stand against them.”
“Willpower….”
Khan found that expression quite fitting.
Why not? It’s a common concept in martial arts or fantasy genres, something akin to the heart’s sword or other such ideas.
“You also have something similar. Just for a moment… I saw you use it to block my sword strike. It was very different, and I’m unsure if it’s really the same power as mine, but without more examples, let’s set that aside for now.”
“You said earlier that telling me wouldn’t help, that it would just send me in circles.”
“… The situation has changed.”
E-Urel sounded somewhat displeased. From his perspective, he was about to pass on the distilled essence of hundreds of years of enlightenment to a youngster who hadn’t even lived half a century. No wonder he was reluctant.
‘But… this is necessary.’
Dealing with a Supreme God wasn’t something E-Urel could do alone. The assistance of Khan and Aries…
‘It will be helpful.’
It wouldn’t be decisive. Especially when the other gods, aside from the supreme gods, were being controlled. The Knight God. If that defiant brat offered his aid, the odds would improve, but even he might not be enough against a monster with “Magic” as its divine name, controlling other gods.
So.
“The Goddess of Justice summoned this young apostle, so she must have a plan. That leaves you. A self-made man. I don’t know if you’ll fully grasp my teachings and achieve what I have. On the contrary… in the worst case, you might close off your own potential.”
“The second worst case?”
“You could become a cripple. Your soul could break.”
That seemed more like the worst case. Khan grumbled inwardly but didn’t argue with E-Urel. He was right given the current situation.
“So? How do you plan to teach me? Meditation or something?”
“I can’t teach you how to run before you know how to walk. First, I’ll explain. In the most vague and roundabout way, so you can find the answers yourself.”
Usually, teachings should be intuitive and easy to understand, right? That thought crossed Khan’s mind, but he quietly nodded. There must be a reason.
E-Urel’s lesson began immediately.
“Have you ever wondered about the existence of Sword Masters?”
“Sword Masters…?”
Yes, he had questions. In the game, they were beings who unleashed bizarre attacks that completely ignored defense, and who achieved superhuman movements with bodies trained to the extreme limits of humanity.
In the game, one might just accept it as possible, but in reality, it’s not so simple.
‘Just look at Leniyar.’
Her physique was so exceptional it was hard to believe she was human—especially a woman. But that was it. She couldn’t split rocks barehanded or leap over tens of meters in a single bound like Khan or a knight or paladin might.
But Leniyar accomplished more than that.
Despite the harsh conditions of the Hoarfrost Gorge and with one of her ankles shattered, she displayed incredible movements that escaped Khan’s sight, executing dozens of sword strikes in a single breath.
“It’s strange. Simply mastering swordsmanship to the extreme doesn’t grant you the ability to cut through anything. Unless you wield a legendary or magic sword, it’s hard to understand.”
E-Urel’s words were spot on.
‘Recently, she’s been carrying a broken sword around.’
It was a phenomenon difficult to comprehend, both physically and in terms of fantasy. However, E-Urel explained that it was entirely natural.
“Sword Masters each go through different environments, talents, and training, but they all have one desire.”
To cut.
“That obsession enables those impossible feats. It’s as if their will to ‘cut’ becomes a concept embedded in their swordsmanship. Valken described it as achieving the ultimate essence of the sword, but I’d explain it a bit differently.”
“How?”
“By constantly asserting and imposing one’s life and will upon the world. Making the world accept the insane notion that my sword can cut through anything. In my case….”
E-Urel condensed the night sky in his hand into the shape of a sword.
“It’s freedom. Serving that insufferable brat, continuing the knightly duties that don’t suit my nature, and fighting the endless monsters of the Great Demonic Realm for centuries… At the end of this tedious life, I wished for freedom.”
Therefore, E-Urel could surpass the limits of aura.
He created clones almost as powerful as his true self, fashioned wings that rivaled a dragon’s flight capabilities, and entered the heavens faster than anyone, opening the divine gates. He completely made the aura, a power given by the gods, his own.
“And what about you?”
E-Urel’s question tangled Khan’s thoughts. What about him? What did he truly desire? Returning to Earth? Punishing the brats who kidnapped him? Or something else…?
“From now on, you must realize it yourself. Due to the lack of time… we’ll have to use a rather rough method.”
Those tangled thoughts vanished instantly. Suddenly, E-Urel, holding the Sword of the Night Sky, created a clone, and now two Eurells surrounded Khan from front and back.
“If you don’t want to die, you’d better realize it quickly. For both your sake and mine.”
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… Boom! Ka-ka-BOOM─!!
The uninhabited sanctuary trembled as if it were on the brink of collapse. It was the vibration created by the clash of two beings exerting God-like power. The God of Solitude, though a God of the pantheon, had a divine name that was not highly favored, making it one of the lower-ranking gods.
E-Urel, confident enough to challenge a Supreme God, and the extraordinary mortal standing at the threshold of transcendence, were in a confrontation that the sanctuary couldn’t withstand for long. When E-Urel said, “we don’t have much time”, it included the durability of the sanctuary.
‘They’re fighting like beasts.’
Therefore, the fight was all the more intense. E-Urel went all out, aiming to kill Khan. Even if he wasn’t entirely serious, he was using all the power he could muster. Destroying an aura clone didn’t make it disappear.
If he ignored the clone to target the main body, the Sword of the Night Sky would unleash another terrifying strike. Fortunately, Khan wasn’t just taking hits.
Crunch!! Bang─!
The Heavy Sword, loaded like a cannonball, launched and exploded with the Sword of the Night Sky. The pain of his arm shattering was immense, but he ignored it. As he retreated, swinging the Unyielding, E-Urel’s main body lunged from the side, throwing a punch.
Wham…!
Just because aura was versatile didn’t mean it was light. Proving this, the overwhelming force pushed Khan’s body to the edge of the sanctuary.
Crash!
Despite the immense speed with which he was slammed, he had to immediately regain his posture. He had learned through experience not to assume he had any reprieve just because the main body had launched an attack.
He didn’t need to see to react. E-Urel’s will—his aura clone, wielding the night sky—was thrusting a sword right in front of him.
Boom─.
Khan’s fist, gripping his axe, released a heavy wave. The wave shattered the night sky and dispersed the aura clone, continuing on to strike E-Urel’s main body.
“Brutish!”
Brutish.
It was literal. Unlike E-Urel, who created aura clones and spread the night sky to create waves of sword strikes, Khan simply used the ash-gray power to throw punches without any technique. But the extent of his brutality was extraordinarily striking.
Buzz…!
E-Urel’s aura, mingled with the night sky, had the power to block even a demon’s authority. Yet, this aura was shattered by the mere aftershock of Khan’s punch.
‘That’s… brutish!’
Watching the wave that shattered his aura shield before dispersing, E-Urel clicked his tongue and unfolded his aura wings. Flying faster than a dragon’s flight.
Whoosh—
As he approached, he reassembled the dispersed aura clone into a giant sword. The massive sword, the size of an ogre, filled the sanctuary’s ceiling and plunged towards Khan’s head with tremendous speed.
Boom────!!
At the sight of a crack forming in the corner of the sanctuary due to the collision, Aries quietly closed her eyes. Both E-Urel and Khan were fighting with all their might.
‘I…’
Before being an apostle of a God, Aries was a paladin. Her martial prowess came from the Goddess of Justice, and without holy power, Aries was merely a girl with exceptional sword skills. Now that the Goddess of Justice couldn’t answer her prayers, she couldn’t even be considered a proper apostle.
So, what could she do? Aries quietly delved into her own mind.
『My sword. Poor child.』
The Goddess of Justice’s voice once again reached the worried young apostle.
『Come to me.』
The Goddess of Justice had self-imprisoned. To avoid the eyes of the gods who followed the God of Magic, the other highest-ranking gods who remained passive, and any possible traitors.
Only another highest-ranking God or oneself could imprison a Supreme God. And the prison chosen by the Goddess of Justice, who bore her own guilt, was…
『… Come here.』
『There, you will truly become my sword.』
Aries nodded as if in a trance.
Boom──!!
The sanctuary’s ceiling collapsed, and thunder rumbled in the realm without a sky.
“…?”
The connection with the Goddess of Justice was severed. It was inevitable. The sanctuary was collapsing around the two combatants as if something catastrophic had happened.
Crack. Crackle!
Aries lifted her expressionless face to observe the two. E-Urel, standing in mid-air with a look of disbelief and a slight sense of unfairness. And Khan, staring at the destruction caused by his own fist with a curious expression.
Even Aries, who hadn’t been watching the fight from the beginning, could easily understand the situation. Khan must have finally grasped something similar to what E-Urel was using, the power of the night sky. Or perhaps, he didn’t need to grasp it. As Khan looked down at his fist that had shattered the sanctuary, he gave a hollow laugh.
‘This is…’
It was slightly different from what E-Urel wielded. It was a similar method, but this potential had always been inherent in Khan. He simply hadn’t known how to wield it. It was only natural. The ash-gray power, chaos, whether it was before or after the possession, were things he had from the beginning.
Until now, he had used the ash-gray power to repel authority and enhance his physical strength… but even that method was wrong.
‘Willpower, determination, obsession… they are all similar, yet not exactly right.’
Khan recalled the sensation from moments ago.
… E-Urel was terrifyingly strong, and his combat style was equally terrifying. The aura clones were another E-Urel and simultaneously his weapon.
The attacks of the two Eurells relentlessly pressured Khan. When he destroyed an aura clone, the dispersed aura transformed into a sword and attacked, or it became a massive mass that surged forward. And the Sword of the Night Sky… it contained E-Urel’s entire life. Thus, it was heavier than anything else.
But its essence is still aura.
Aura condensed to an infinitely small size, and further condensed, forms the night sky. Although it appears to be shaped like a sword, it’s actually an enormous mass of aura that could form hundreds of millions of swords of the same size.
‘The reason this is possible is because E-Urel longed for freedom.’
The extreme utilization of aura is a byproduct of E-Urel’s desire for freedom.
So, what do I desire? Khan constantly pondered this, even in the midst of battle. This fight was different from any he had experienced before.
Khan’s usual combat style, while appearing simple and brute-force, was not truly so.
-He would probe his opponent’s techniques and read their patterns. He analyzed the imagery seen through Karyan’s eyes and predicted the next move based on the opponent’s tendencies.
Every aspect of the battle was a setup for a decisive strike, with complex strategic maneuvers leading to the final blow. In every fight, Khan performed these calculations continuously, something that would overwhelm an ordinary person and cause them to trip over their own feet.
But he didn’t do this in his fight with E-Urel.
‘…Power unsuited to the whims of gods? Returning to Earth? A happy life?’
When asked what he truly desired, too many things came to mind. This was only natural. Most people are like this. Human desires are not single-focused.
The reason why so few swordsmen become Sword Masters is that so few are utterly obsessed with the sword. There are few who, like E-Urel, can repeat undesirable tasks for hundreds of years while fulfilling their own duty.
So—
‘Empty my mind.’
Khan decided to stop thinking. He focused solely on the fight before him. He fervently wished to smash E-Urel’s face. Furthermore, he even entertained the thought of later punching the annoying face of Karyan. He abandoned probing, predictions, and strategic maneuvers.
If an attack came, he countered it. If he saw an opening, he struck. But that alone wasn’t enough to reach E-Urel.
‘It’s not enough.’
What was needed?
Speed? No, speed alone wouldn’t penetrate E-Urel’s aura to deliver a significant impact. Or perhaps, even more overwhelming power? E-Urel would simply dodge before the attack could land.
Ultimately, both were needed.
Crackle…
A form that could accomplish this naturally formed in his mind. Lightning flickered around Khan’s entire body, and as he pushed off from the ground with his feet. Ash-gray lightning split the night sky.
Kwakwoorung!!!
The punch that tore through the clone blocking his path and shattered the Sword of the Night Sky wielded by the main body struck the air.
Crack…!
Cracks spread throughout the sanctuary like broken glass, causing it to collapse. Even though it was the domain of a lower-ranked God, as it was a divine realm, it should have been indestructible, even with a high-ranking God running rampant.
“What a brute…”
E-Urel barely managed to evade and let out a hollow laugh. But internally, he was shaken. A chill ran down his spine because that last strike was powerful enough to make even him tremble.
‘Did he really succeed?’
E-Urel hadn’t expected Khan to grasp it immediately, even though he had aggressively taught him out of desperation, given the dire situation. But Khan had succeeded…
“Lightning, huh. I get what you were aiming for. It’s straightforward and efficient, unlike mine.”
“Is this something I can only do once?”
“Of course. The human mind can’t handle having multiple obsessive desires strong enough to impose on the world. Unless you’re a dragon, your mental world would collapse. Even dragons can’t wield this power.”
Khan nodded quietly at E-Urel’s words. They were obviously true to anyone.
However, questions remained.
The ash-gray power within him was still in its original state. The ash-gray lightning had disappeared as if it had never been there. Yet, if he desired, the ash-gray power within him could become a bolt of lightning again at any time.
‘Is this really the end?’
… No, it wasn’t.
While E-Urel concluded that each person could manifest only one form, Khan felt and was convinced otherwise. Another will was mixed within the ash-gray power he possessed. A will that had been there even before Khan’s possession…
『I wondered what the commotion was.』
His thoughts were interrupted.
『A rat has sneaked in. Executor of the heavens, do you dare defy the will of the heavens?』
The sanctuary of the God of Solitude, now collapsing, had been providing a veil to conceal their presence. The breach in the veil had alerted the divine gods.
“They’ve gathered in droves. Always such idle beings…”
『You know the fate of an apostle who fails their duty.』
“Damn it.”
Heh—
The mocking figure of a God emerged at E-Urel’s curse.
『Perfect timing. You’ve always been a thorn in my side…!』
He appeared like a divine general, reminiscent of an ogre with a massive pillar on his back. But it was clear, even without a direct encounter, that this God could wield the pillar like a twig.
『If I eliminate you, the influence of the Knight God will surely wane…!』
The God of Struggle. A high-ranking God who harbored resentment towards the Knight God for stealing his followers. But he wasn’t alone.
『You…! You are the mortal who cast my beloved child into the abyss!』
Kugugugung!!
A God’s furious roar erupted as the cracked fingers, resembling drought-ridden land, tore through the sanctuary’s ceiling. An old crone, her face covered in warts like those of a witch from stories, but her size was even greater than the hulking God of Struggle. Everywhere her touch landed, the sanctuary of the God of Solitude decayed, crumbling into dust.
She was the God who had cherished Georg Melker, who had been stripped of his priesthood and confined forever in the Church of the Pantheon’s penance hall for aligning with the Paradise and leading the church’s corruption.
『So…! You declared you would face judgment from the gods of the heavens! By all means─!』
The God who governed aging, erosion, and natural decay, unveiled her full might. While not a Supreme God, her presence was enough to overwhelm even the high-ranking God of Struggle like a storm.
『Your crime is death─!!』
The sanctuary, now without an owner, disintegrated into dust in an instant. It took but a moment for the realm of the God of Solitude to decay into ruin. And then…
─Crack.
In the same moment, the ash-gray lightning obliterated the old crone’s head.
“Step aside, minions.”
Khan, standing on the neck of the headless God as if using it as a platform, turned his gaze.
The God of Struggle, taken aback by the sight of Khan effortlessly neutralizing a higher-ranked God, instinctively stepped back.
… Crackle! Boom!!
He thought he had stepped back.
『Kaaahh!』
The ash-gray lightning, which reached extreme speeds and pierced even the God’s perception, struck the chest of the God of Struggle.
“The God of Magic. Where is he?”
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『Get lost…!』
“No way, bastard.”
Crack.
『Aaaaargh!』
The God of Struggle screamed as he reached for the pillar on his back. Khan’s foot drove into his chest, and with a sharp crack, Khan leapt onto his shoulder and tore it apart.
Boom! Crash!
With one arm ripped off and the other flailing, the God of Struggle no longer resembled a high-ranking God.
『Why is he behaving like that?』
『…Why is he screaming pathetically against a mere half-being who hasn’t even reached godhood? God of Struggle! And you, decay! Why aren’t you getting up?!』
A God should not be reduced to such pathetic thrashing even if they suffered some physical loss. Moreover, it was strange that the old crone who lost her head wasn’t rising. Other gods who had just revealed themselves halted their approach, perplexed by the bizarre scene.
‘It hurts…! It hurts so much!’
The pain was so intense that he couldn’t even scream.
The God of Struggle cursed the onlooking gods, who merely watched from a distance, and struggled desperately to escape. Pain was an unfamiliar sensation for a God. They didn’t rely on physical sensations, and their minds were strong enough to endure any typical pain. However…
‘What kind of lightning is this…?!’
The ash-gray lightning emitted by Khan was different. It didn’t merely increase speed and possess the destructive power to shatter even a God’s body. This lightning inflicted direct damage on the very essence of the gods, their “rank”.
The ash-gray power repelled even the will of the world. Naturally, lightning imbued with this power affected the will of the gods.
『Let me gooo!』
It felt as if his soul was being forcibly torn from his body. No, it was worse than that. The pain of his soul itself being ripped apart made the God of Struggle forget his divine name, “Struggle” and scream like a child.
『That lightning… it seems to have some wicked power.』
By then, the gods who had been observing the God of Struggle’s desperate thrashing finished their evaluation.
Decay and Struggle.
Two high-ranking gods were subdued in an instant. They were beings who would normally exert exceptional power even among gods of the same rank if an actual battle ensued.
『Solitude. It seems it’s your turn.』
『My sanctuary…』
As the God of Struggle screamed in Khan’s grip, an entity with an unusual presence among the gods stepped forward. This God was as large as a troll. While that size was enormous by human standards, among the typically larger gods, it was relatively small.
However, its presence was unique. Even while looking at it, it was hard to perceive. Its voice was gloomy, and even a brief lapse in attention could make one forget it existed.
Its eyes were covered with a black cloth, and its face was obscured by long hair that flowed down to the ground, as if embodying a complete severance from the world.
The God of Solitude.
The owner of the sanctuary that E-Urel had used as a hiding place.
“This damn it…!”
E-Urel, rarely annoyed, summoned his doppelganger.
“Stop him from using his authority-.”
… It was too late.
『Ah. My sanctuary…….』
A voice was heard. However, it was buried in memory and could not be recognized. The same was true for the God of Solitude.
“The God of Solitude isolates ‘existence’! Even with the senses of a transcendent, it is impossible to perceive that solitude!”
The solitude of the God of Solitude did not stop at an imperceptible stage. Existence itself was forgotten in the world. Ordinary physical acts could not reach it from the beginning, and before that, existence could not be recognized, so it could not be touched.
Further.
『As it is. I will use my authority to punish those two sinners.』
The solitude emitted by the God of Solitude made even the existence of other gods forgotten.
『W-Wait…! Me too! Include me─! War!』
The God of Struggle, who was convulsing at that sight, desperately shouted the name of some divinity. The God of War, a high-ranking divinity who was also having his faith stolen by the Knight God. The one who led the gathered gods.
But the God of War did not even glance at that God of Struggle.
And then.
“… Damn, is it too late!”
All existence of the gods was forgotten. What remained was the God of Decay, squirming without a head, and the non-hostile God of Struggle.
“In this situation…”
E-Urel’s hand reached into his bosom. He, who looked no different from an ordinary villager, did not even wear proper armor. He did not carry a weapon because he did not need one. However… he had a holy relic.
The holy relic of the Knight God, the Holy Lance Reletalrasa.
Khan also knew the name of that holy lance. He knew what kind of power it could exhibit when its true value was demonstrated. It was E-Urel who wielded that lance to break one of the Arch Demon’s horns and tear off its arm.
“Save it.”
“What? Do you know what this is…? No. This is the only way to break that authority!”
Reletalrasa confiscates the power of knights who made the ‘Oath of Loyalty’. Like reaping what was sown. The moment it was activated, all the knights on the continent would be rendered powerless.
‘That won’t do.’
It wasn’t necessary.
Khan’s pupils elongated vertically. Dragon’s Eye, the eyes that pierced the principles and providence of all things. Even with that, it was impossible to decipher the authority deployed by the God of Solitude.
At least in terms of the purpose of ‘concealment,’ it could be said to be absolute.
But he had another vision. Eyes that even gazed into the will of the world.
Karyan’s eyes captured the mist filling the heavens. That mist, the authority deployed by the God of Solitude, even penetrated physical attacks. He could tell because he perceived it with Karyan’s eyes and analyzed it with Dragon’s Eye.
If so.
‘Dark magic.’
He overlaid dark magic onto the ash-gray lightning. If it was the lightning he produced, it could tear that veil apart, but there was another reason he added dark magic.
‘Attributes.’
Kwakakakabang…!
A beam of light traversing the heavens filled with pure white shattered the veil of solitude. The eyes of the gods, each preparing their authority, widened.
How?
Crack!
The gods looked up at the sky from beneath their feet. And there was Khan, still wrapped in the dark magic that enveloped the lightning.
『Die!』
Just as the authority, ready to be manifested, was about to be launched. A night sky that suddenly formed between them split the gods in half.
Rip─!
The night sky extending in all directions was an irresistible catastrophe. Except for a few high-ranking gods and gods specialized in survival, most gods had their upper and lower bodies separated, crawling on the ground.
『How…! How does an apostle possess such power……!』
The God of War was one of the survivors.
He could not understand the current situation.
Only two.
One was a mortal forced to serve as the apostle of the Knight God for hundreds of years. The other was a mortal newly designated as the ‘enemy of the world’ by the God of Magic who became a Supreme God.
Obviously, being a mortal originally meant they could not be a match for a divinity.
But the reality?
‘At this rate… it’s certain defeat.’
The God of War possessed authority befitting his divine nature. His divine eye foretold the fate of war and devised strategies leading to victory. However, all the destinies seen by his divine eye were certain defeats. Although there were countless possibilities leading to victory, the fate seemed twisted, changing every moment.
『This…! We must summon the lords of the seats!』
The God of War quickly made a decision.
They alone could not handle those monsters in human guise. Therefore, they needed help from the highest-ranking gods.
Though the imprisoned Goddess of Justice or the rampaging Knight God, who was E-Urel’s master, might be impossible, they could surely receive help from the gods of Light and Death. Even those unruly gods would not ignore the enemies causing havoc in the heavens.
But before that.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
The ash-gray lightning blocked the God of War’s path faster than he could act.
Grasping the head of the God of Struggle with one hand, Khan traversed the space that would take a giant numerous steps.
The lightning wrapped in dark magic struck the God of War.
Crack──!!
The lightning that clashed with the God of War’s halberd scattered bolts in all directions. Even the split bolts were fatal to the gods. And these bolts were not just one or two but innumerable.
The God of War perceived all of it with the unique perception of a transcendent and the authority of war.
… Did he truly perceive it? That uncertainty surged as he was engulfed.
『Aaaargh─!』
The halberd, an embodiment of the divinity’s essence, was split in half. Furthermore, Draupnir, embedded in the handle near the crown of his head, spewed malevolent energy. The grudgeful energy that remembered its time as a Dragon King began to corrupt the God of War’s divinity.
At that moment, the scattered bolts infiltrated the God of War’s body.
A scream identical to the God of Struggle’s escaped from his mouth. Khan, holding the God of Struggle’s head in one hand and the skewered God of War on a sword in the other, spoke.
“Where is the God of Magic?”
… A guttural scream was the only response. As Khan clicked his tongue and tried to thrust lightning through Draupnir embedded in the crown of the God of War’s head,
『D-Death……!』
“What?”
At the word ‘death’ that escaped the God of War’s mouth, Khan’s eyes narrowed. The God of Death? Did that mean he was with the God of Magic?
『Haaargh─!! Let me gooo…!』
This time, the God of Struggle started thrashing around. Though he had been struggling before, this time he seemed genuinely crazed.
Why on earth…?
There was no need to seek the answer.
─Death was close by. It was death with a will, moving and alive. At the moment he realized it, every imaginable form of death engulfed Khan.
He was stabbed by a sword… burned to death… bled out and died desiccated… starved to death… strangled… succumbed to a plague and died covered in blood and pus… shut himself in a room and died of loneliness…
In a brief moment, Khan experienced dozens, hundreds of types of deaths. He felt and remembered each one vividly. An ordinary human’s mind would have instantly shattered.
‘Damn it…!’
Khan bit his lip until it bled and looked up at the sky with wide eyes. Death, appearing in the sky filled with pure white, stared directly at him.
『Ugh… Gordi Khan!』
『If it weren’t for you! I would…!』
『Join us! Become part of death─!』
A reaper cloaked in death. There was no better way to describe the God of Death. The color of death was pale, and in the long, flowing mantle of death, countless human faces emerged, spewing words filled with resentment.
They were all familiar faces. Those who had met their end directly or indirectly by Khan’s hand.
Their words seeped in like a curse. Even though a barrier made from a dragon’s soul protected his mind, every time those venomous words pierced his ears, a torrent of emotions and memories overwhelmed him.
In those memories, Khan endlessly repeated the rare experience of being killed by himself. All the memories were from those who had died at his hands.
And then,
『It wasn’t supposed to be you dying─!』
『Khan… why won’t you avenge us…!』
『Are you playing the puppet of that damn sorcerer, forgetting us?! Answer us…! Khan─!!』
As the faces of his old comrades emerged and cursed him, the master of death declared.
『Die.』
In that instant, his heart stopped──.
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Thud… Thud… Thud…
It was an eerie sound.
At first, Khan thought it was the beat of his heart, but he was acutely aware of his own death. His heart had stopped at the mere word from the God of Death.
Of course, just because Khan, who had reached the realm of a demigod, had one heart stop didn’t mean he would immediately cease to move.
‘Did it connect……?’
As death, like a nightmare, pressed his eyelids to the ground, Khan reached out a fist toward the descending God of Death. He was sure of it. His punch had indeed connected with the God of Death’s body.
The ash-gray lightning carried by his punch struck the God’s divinity, and he saw the holy power waver. But, as if it were a lie, the God of Death regained stability in his divinity.
‘If you ever face the God of Death, remember my words and you’ll regret it deeply.’
Indeed, was it something like this?
Khan recalled what E-Urel had said while discussing the God of Death and internally smirked bitterly.
It was impossible to grant death to the concept of death. Through Esperus, he had experienced that the concept of death was far removed from both the highest gods and the true scions of the Arch Demon, but the God of Death himself was something entirely different.
Thud… Thud… Thud…
He couldn’t be killed.
Yet, his heart stopped from just a single word from the God, ceasing his life functions. The gap in power was too vast. Even so, Khan did not think he was without a chance.
‘I am not dead.’
Thud… Thud… Thud…
His heart had stopped, and his bodily functions had ceased? Khan knew all too well that his body could not die from something like that. The ‘soul’ that was currently contemplating how to kill the God of Death had not perished.
Thud… Thud… Thud…
The eerie sound persisted. No, it grew louder. It sounded like the drumbeat signaling war, or the booming noise caused by a colossal impact.
Thud… Thud… Thud…!
Neither.
‘Heart of Predation.’
It was the sound of the other heart located in his right chest pounding roughly. It wasn’t just thumping; it was trying to transfuse blood to revive his body.
Thud! Thud! Thud-!
The blood of Esperus and the blood of a giant. The two mixed together, injecting vitality into his dying body.
The movement of the Heart of Predation did more than just resume life functions.
『A transcendent being maintains homeostasis.』
A mocking laugh from a Spirit of Resentment-bearing phantom flashed through his mind as it reached out a hand.
The transcendent gene, the unknown substance that composed a transcendent being’s body, settled throughout his body under the guidance of the Spirit of Resentment.
And it began to elevate Khan’s already near-perfect body to an even higher level. It was akin to a metamorphosis, shedding the old skin and being reborn anew.
But this should not happen.
Khan was keenly aware that he should not fully ascend to the hierarchy of transcendence. The moment he became bound by the laws, it would become impossible to defy them.
‘Is it possible to kill a God without reaching the level of transcendence?’
Could he kill a being like the God of Death, who had become a concept itself, rather than just a high-ranking divinity or a demon?
It was possible.
‘Karyan.’
The human who had pushed Esperus to the brink of annihilation and defeated her. Although Khan hadn’t witnessed the battle, he had clearly seen the outcome.
However, it was impossible to perfectly mimic Karyan.
Admitting it himself was distasteful, but as Karyan had claimed, he was an extraordinary genius beyond comparison. His talent was so unique that imitation was out of the question. Had he not become a divinity himself to serve as a seal, the continent would not be in its current state…
‘Or perhaps, it would be in an even worse condition.’
With a small, ironic laugh, Khan ran the calculations. What was the best choice among all the possibilities available to him?
Possessing talent like Karyan’s was realistically impossible. However, reaching a similar level… was not entirely out of the question.
‘The blood of Esperus, the true Scion of the Arch Demon, and the blood of the giant Desegonos, once the confidant of the Giant King.’
He would reconstruct his body with these two powers that held unprecedented potential. He would shape it after the flesh and bones of the giants, using Esperus’s blood as fuel. If he became a perfect transcendent being, it would be a problem. But Khan was not aiming to resurrect the giant Desegonos from Paradise.
‘The Giant’s Strength.’
He intended to mimic his S-rank skill, the Giant’s Strength.
A skill that granted the immense strength of a giant to an ordinary human the moment it was used—something beyond unrealistic, almost surreal. Or rather, closer to a miracle.
***
『Damn it…! Let’s cut this out! Why are you doing this all of a sudden! God of Death……!』
A Sword of the Night Sky drew a vast arc. The sword strike, which had swept away the high-ranking gods in one blow, spread out like a net and immediately pushed back the encroaching death. However, E-Urel’s frown did not ease.
Outnumbered and outmatched.
No matter how hard he tried, he could not completely repel the death that dyed the pure white sky black. The best he could do was to maintain a precarious balance by constantly unleashing sword strikes. No… even that balance was gradually tipping, making E-Urel click his tongue in frustration.
When the God of Death first proclaimed death, E-Urel, like Khan, also experienced physical death. But his existence was the aura of the night sky, and as long as the aura remained, he was immortal.
However… the two mortals below were different.
‘The young apostle is protected by the Goddess of Justice…. That brute seems dead too, but given the reactions, he seems to have some means of resurrection.’
E-Urel knew his role well. Especially since the changes occurring to Khan seemed ominous, he decided to draw as much attention as possible.
『Could it be that you too have fallen for that fake God?!』
『Fake God. So, you think that as well…. A paradoxical existence that yearns for freedom, yet its own path has drawn immortality?』
At that moment. The encroaching death seemed to hesitate, and unexpectedly, the God of Death responded to the comment.
『What do you mean…?』
『This world is fundamentally twisted. Apostle who has transcended your own karma. Have you never felt that? Living for hundreds of years and observing the chaos of the Great Demonic Realm. Have you never thought that something in this world seems broken?』
『What kind of nonsense is this!』
Kwa-ga-ga-gak!!
E-Urel shouted as he unleashed an angry sword strike at the nonsensical words.
『The broken ones are the heavens and you, who have fallen for the fake God and threaten us! The God of Magic, you said? What sweet lies did that God whisper to deceive you!』
『I have never been deceived.』
Sssaaak….
As the scars left by the Sword of the Night Sky were wiped away, a man emerged from within the cloak of death. A pale face with shadowy eyes, a visage so gaunt it seemed almost grotesque. His age was indeterminable.
He had a physique similar to that of an ordinary human. He touched the crookedly worn crown, and E-Urel instinctively realized that the crown itself was the ‘God of Death.’
The human appearance was just a shell.
『Death is too rampant. It is the natural order of the world, and I have taken it upon myself to gather and care for all these deaths. Whether the deceased were good or evil in life, I embraced them all with the same heart.』
『So? Did you get tired of it? Is that why you’re trying to overturn Midland?』
『Apostle. You know nothing.』
Krrr-
The voice of the God of Death carried a power that resonated within the voice itself. The profoundly mournful tone directly impacted E-Urel’s spirit, causing him to stagger momentarily in his doppelganger state.
『If all death was a lie. If the natural order and the law that death, which should naturally come, is being mocked. As the sanctuary for the dead, I am prepared to bear any sin.』
With those words, it was as if the conversation had ended. The somber man’s face disappeared back into the cloak of death. And the death, which had briefly loosened, surged toward E-Urel once more.
No, it sought to devour E-Urel even more fiercely than before. Reluctantly, E-Urel had to scatter his sword strikes again….
『Damn it…! Hey! If you’re going to do something, hurry up! I can’t handle both Light and Death alone─!』
Thud… Thud… Thud─!
The sound of a heartbeat was heard. At that sound, E-Urel’s head turned, Aries, who had been praying with her eyes closed, opened her eyes.
『…So you were the great enemy she spoke of.』
The God of Death turned his attention to the heartbeat.
Thud! Thud! Thud!!
To beings who had lived for a very long time, it was a familiar sound, but to E-Urel, who had lived only a few hundred years, it was somewhat unfamiliar.
A giant.
The mighty beings who roamed the ancient continent with unrivaled strength. It was the heartbeat of a giant.
Thud… Thud… Thud….
The gradually rising sound subsided. It was not a sign of something going wrong. It was a signal that Giant’s Strength had fully assimilated with the body and had completed its adaptation.
“Hmm.”
Khan’s eyes snapped open. He rose to his feet as if he had never been lying dead. His gaze turned to the two divine beings facing each other in the sky.
First, he looked at E-Urel, who was surviving in his doppelganger form, then directly at the God of Death.
“Does this even the playing field a bit?”
It was a cryptic statement. After all, the height difference between the God of Death floating in the sky and Khan standing on the ground required a significant craning of the neck.
‘Something is different….’
E-Urel tilted his head as he observed Khan, who now exuded an odd aura. Something had changed. But what? Outwardly, Khan’s body looked no different than before. Even when trying to discern more, his senses felt blocked, as if by some barrier.
However, it was clear that Khan had undergone a significant internal transformation. And that change was so dramatic that Khan could now claim to be on par with the God of Death, one of the highest-ranking gods.
『You defy the laws. As if mocking the world, you toy with them. Such privileges should not be yours. Therefore… I will reclaim you through death.』
The God of Death also recognized the changes in Khan.
However, the God of Death proceeded with his own will.
No matter what changes an entity close to a demigod might undergo, it was impossible to contend against him, the overseer of death.
『Die.』
Once again, death was decreed. Neither E-Urel nor Khan were naive enough to fall for the same method twice. However, avoiding the death pronounced by the God of Death was impossible.
It was a near-certain death directly inflicted upon the ‘target’. Naturally, Khan’s heart stopped, and all life activities ceased.
『Damn this God…!』
E-Urel, having already abandoned his physical body, was not significantly affected. But the God of Death sought to completely erase the aura of the night sky by overlaying his divine essence onto E-Urel. It was clear he intended for E-Urel to face complete annihilation.
In response, E-Urel condensed his aura into a small sphere.
『For now, we retreat…! There is no benefit in confronting this mad God here!』
As E-Urel proposed to create a storm of aura to buy time for retreat, Khan quietly took a step forward. The process was exceedingly slow. It seemed so slow that it was like watching a video in slow motion.
Left foot forward. Lower body descending to firmly support the upper body. The waist aligning elastically with the drawn right arm. The drawn right arm moving lightly.
Every movement flowed seamlessly. Even from afar, E-Urel’s eyes, even in his aura form, could discern the shift.
Khan’s figure appeared as if it was shattering like glass, distorting and collapsing the space around him, creating an illusion. Despite merely assuming a punching stance, the dimension of the heavens seemed to scream as it crumbled.
What would happen when that punch was fully extended?
A chilling sensation ran down E-Urel’s spine, and he hurled the newly formed aura sphere toward the God of Death before swiftly pulling back. Grabbing Aries, who had been staring blankly at Khan, E-Urel tried to get as far away from the impact zone as possible.
E-Urel’s flight speed surpassed that of a dragon. As he focused entirely on fleeing, the distance between Khan, the God of Death, and himself quickly stretched until they appeared as mere dots.
It was only then that E-Urel felt a sense of relief. But just as he was about to turn around— Booming sounds that seemed to herald the collapse of heaven and earth swallowed all other noises in an instant.
Even E-Urel, who had faced all manner of monstrosities in the Great Demonic Realm and countless battles, had never experienced such a sound before…. If someone had witnessed the ancient battlefields, they might have described it as the sound of the King of Giants moving.
But even that terrible noise did not truly shock E-Urel. The space along the trajectory of Khan’s punch was shattered and crumpled, distorting until it was unrecognizable, like a broken view…
『This… is insane.』
The God of Death, along with a part of the heavenly dimension, was completely obliterated. It was as if the God of Death had been erased from existence along with a part of the dimension.
One could not decree death upon the God of Death. However, it was possible to completely destroy the very existence through extreme physical force. Khan, having accomplished this seemingly impossible feat, chuckled and muttered.
“Now that’s a relief.”
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In truth, the sequence of events that led to his heart stopping due to the God of Death descending from the sky, his body dying, and the Heart of Predation transforming his dead body to revive it, were not all calculated moves.
How could he have foreseen everything?
He hadn’t even anticipated that the God of Death would ally with the God of Magic. Still, he had thought there might be some hope. With the power of the ash-gray lightning, he believed that at least he could put up a fight against the gods of light and death.
─He was wrong.
He quickly realized that, while he might still have a chance against the Knight God or the Goddess of Justice, fighting the gods of Light and Death was impossible. Thus, he transformed his body using the Heart of Predation.
‘A skill reflects my will.’
This was akin to the ash-gray lightning Khan had come to possess. A desperate will and desire, manifesting into reality….
At that moment, Khan recalled and became certain. The other potential he had vaguely sensed after manifesting the ash-gray lightning was none other than the skill system he possessed.
So, he reconstructed his body based on the Giant’s Strength. Was it possible…? He had his doubts. But it was possible. He had the unparalleled materials: the blood from the confidant of the ancient Giant King and the blood of Esperus.
Moreover, the homeostasis of the transcendent gene played a crucial role. Of course, reapplying the Giant’s Strength to his current body in an evolved form was an extremely complex task. Even if there was a blueprint, it required a skilled worker to bring it to life.
『For me, it was an easy task. Because I am the Dragon King. You may kneel and praise me if you wish.』
Even that was resolved by the tenant in his mind, the Spirit of Resentment, the most skilled artisan.
The Spirit of Resentment perfectly replicated Khan’s blueprint, and in reality, went beyond it. The resulting body did not merely maintain the Giant’s Strength continuously; it transformed into what could be considered the ideal form as envisioned by a Dragon Marquis, the pinnacle of transcendent beings.
『Karyan – that insane human did not have a body of this caliber even in his lifetime. I guarantee it. After all, gathering such materials would be impossible for anyone.』
That statement was no exaggeration, as he felt with a single punch.
The moment he extended his fist, everything along its path ‘shattered.’
Pure physical force distorted and twisted space, and the dimension collapsed under the pressure. Even the highest-ranking gods could not escape the shock that came with being annihilated along with the dimension itself. With the ash-gray lightning directly impacting the divinity, it was indeed a body forged for godslaying.
『Is he dead?』
While examining his body, E-Urel approached, uttering what could be considered a forbidden question. Khan shook his head.
“A meddler intervened.”
『A meddler…?』
“I didn’t see it clearly, but there was definitely a flicker of something before my punch completely swallowed the God of Death….”
At first, he had been unsure. Who could have squeezed through the collapsing dimension to pull out the God of Death? But the moment he caught that flicker, he had a good idea of who it was.
‘The God of Light.’
The God who governs light. It wasn’t impossible that he could move at something close to the speed of light. If it had been true light speed, even catching a glimpse would have been impossible.
So, the flicker he saw narrowed down the candidates. The God of Light had saved the God of Death from obliteration.
“So, it’s clear now that Light and Death have definitely allied with the God of Magic.”
『…This is the worst. Still, they’ve suffered significant losses. It will take an immense amount of time for the God of Death to restore his divinity. He won’t be able to interfere for a while.』
“What about the Knight God? Is there still no response?”
『Unfortunately, none. At this point, I’m starting to doubt. Even that brat should have come out by now….』
“We need to go to the sanctuary of the God of Death.”
Aries, who had kept her eyes closed as if connected to the Goddess of Justice during the battle, spoke up.
“The Goddess of Justice is in the sanctuary of the God of Death?”
“Yes. And the Knight God.”
『That brat? Why…? He’s not the type to sacrifice himself nobly like Justice.』
“Prisoner. Warden.”
Well.
It seemed E-Urel had gotten used to Aries’ concise way of speaking, as he understood her meaning and rubbed his forehead.
The Goddess of Justice was imprisoned in the sanctuary of the God of Death, with the Knight God acting as the warden. That explained why there had been no communication with the two gods.
『That petty brat again….』
“The Knight God made the obvious choice. He did that to avoid the attention of the God of Magic.”
『…Tch.』
Despite her explanation, E-Urel seemed skeptical.
『Well, we’ll find out the truth when we get there. Normally, I wouldn’t go near a place like the sanctuary of death…. But now that he’s been thrashed, it’s different.』
The sanctuary of the God of Death didn’t have a fixed location. It wasn’t that its location changed constantly or that it moved around on its own.
『The gods of the Pantheon are all like that. Their sanctuaries exist as separate quasi-dimensions. It’s not that they were specially assigned separate quasi-dimensions, but their stature is so elevated that their sanctuaries change according to their divinity’s status.』
“If you think about it, wasn’t the sanctuary of solitude like that too? It hid its presence entirely because of the God’s influence.”
『It’s completely different. The sanctuary of a highest-ranking divinity is almost another divinity itself. In the case of the God of Light, he has almost completely merged his divinity and consciousness with his sanctuary, making it nearly indistinguishable from himself.』
The sanctuary of the God of Death wasn’t like that.
『There is no path to the sanctuary of the God of Death. You just need to think about it. Earnestly wish to go to the sanctuary of death. Normally… the God of Death would have closed it off. But now that he is absent, it should be easy.』
Thinking about death. Following E-Urel’s words wasn’t difficult, especially after having just confronted and fought the God of Death.
When they regained their senses, the group found themselves in the midst of the sanctuary of the God of Death, just as E-Urel had said.
“It’s barren.”
『That’s how it always is when people die. People believe that the wicked go to hell and the virtuous live in paradise after death… but in reality, it’s more like this. Death is very egalitarian, devoid of meaning.』
The sanctuary of the God of Death was nothing more than an endless plain. There were no temples or structures that could be called shrines, only countless mounds that appeared to be graves. The sheer number of them was overwhelming, spread out as far as the eye could see.
『This is a cemetery created directly by the God of Death.』
“How fittingly morbid.”
『Think of it as his way of memorializing. He’s a soft-hearted God.』
A youthful voice interjected into E-Urel and Khan’s conversation. Recognizing the voice, E-Urel’s face contorted, while Khan, guessing the identity of the speaker from E-Urel’s reaction, calmly responded.
“He didn’t seem very soft-hearted.”
『It’s hard to judge a God by mortal standards. Just as humans cannot fully comprehend the lives of elves. The way they perceive things is different!』
“The way they perceive things…”
Where Khan’s gaze fell, a boy sat on a rock, swinging his legs and smiling as if he had been there all along.
The Knight God.
A highest-ranking God who bestowed the unprecedented power of aura to all knights of the continent. Also, one of the gods who, for reasons unknown, chose to act as a warden.
“Do you share the same opinion? That you, like the God of Death, aim to fix this broken world with the God of Magic?”
『Haha! Unfortunately, I don’t have such noble intentions. What I cherish isn’t that but noble sacrifice. I don’t particularly have any complaints about the current world. It’s quite entertaining.』
『Noble sacrifice, my ass. You’re just a pervert who enjoys watching people suffer through unwanted sacrifices.』
『My beloved apostle, E-Urel. When will you ever correct that foul mouth of yours? As I’ve said many times, I don’t force anyone to take an oath. I only bestow power and a creed to those who wish to become knights. You did the same.』
With a light movement, the Knight God gracefully descended from the rock, smiling.
『Now, great adversary Gordi Khan. And you, the apostle destined to become the Sword of Justice. The person you need to meet is waiting inside. Shall we go?』
With those words, the Knight God turned his back and walked away, looking completely unguarded. Contrarily, every instinct related to battle screamed that no opening could exploit the God disguised as a boy.
Khan shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly and followed the Knight God without suspicion.
At least it was clear that the Knight God, unlike the gods of Light and Death, had no interest in the plans of the God of Magic. Rather, his interest seemed to lie in the conversation the Goddess of Justice wished to have with the two mortals.
‘If he’s a pervert who enjoys sacrifice, there couldn’t be a more intriguing subject than the Goddess of Justice right now. That’s probably why he volunteered to be the warden.’
Having roughly figured out the motivations of the Knight God, Khan’s view shifted once again. Within the sanctuary of the God of Death, another quasi-dimension existed.
It was entirely different from the desolate wasteland they had seen. It was incredibly pastoral.
The sun shone brightly, a gentle breeze blew through the waving grass, and in the middle of it all stood a small monastery.
It reminded Khan of the convent in Al Ranzas, where he had met Elena and Berta in the Argon Kingdom.
『Justice. I’ve brought the guests you mentioned.』
─Inside.
The response came from within the building of the monastery. Curiously, it was a human voice, not the transcendent voice typical of a divine being.
It was a voice very familiar and anticipated in the heavens—the voice of the goddess they had longed to meet.
Creak….
Aries’ face stiffened slightly, but without a second thought, the Knight God opened the door to the monastery and stepped aside.
『Feel free to have your conversation. Just forgive me if I eavesdrop a bit. E-Urel, we have some matters to discuss outside, don’t we? I saw you aiming Reletalrasa at the heavenly divinity… haha. I don’t intend to reprimand you, but seeing such a sorry sight makes me think we need a chat.』
『Tch…. Go ahead.』
E-Urel, looking displeased, gave a slight nod, acknowledging there was no reason to follow the two inside. Aries had already disappeared inside, and Khan shrugged before following her into the monastery.
Inside a spacious room that seemed like a chapel, a woman in a nun’s habit awaited them.
Her presence exuded a gentle compassion towards the weak and a stern justice against the wicked, reflecting her divine nature. A benevolent smile masked her sharp demeanor, revealing the hidden aspects of the Goddess of Justice.
“Goddess of Justice.”
─It’s been a while. Or would you prefer I welcome you as if meeting for the first time?
The goddess, who had provided much assistance to Khan, held a sword and scales in her hands. She exuded a grace that no ordinary human could possess.
However.
There was no trace of the ‘divine stature’ befitting a highest-ranking God. It was as if she had lost her divinity entirely. Khan, narrowing his eyes to assess her state, sighed and spoke.
“Your divinity is completely gone.”
She was now a mere mortal. Unlike the Beast God, who had fallen to the level of a demigod, she had become an ordinary human. She was so frail that a single puff from Khan could break her neck and kill her.
“What on earth happened here?”
A highest-ranking God reduced to an ordinary human? The very idea was horrifying, yet the Goddess of Justice seemed completely unbothered. Her composure was so overwhelming that it made Aries’s stiffened expression seem out of place.
─To explain that, we had to go through this complex process.
Turning her back on her apostle and favored warrior, the Goddess of Justice began her explanation.
─Yes, it all started when she, who was thought to have died long ago, became a God.
The newly enthroned God of Magic.
─The Sorceress Mortalia.
The greatest mage in Midland, who could solely embody the concept of magic within her divinity.
─At that time, she was secretly operating under the name ‘Apostle of Truth.’ After becoming the God of Magic, she immediately gathered me and the other gods to propose something.
─To recreate the world in its true form.
─She claimed that with the power of the Creator in her hands, it was entirely possible.
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Recreating the world.
Were they not supposed to be the hands and feet of the world’s laws?
Before even debating whether it was possible, the goal itself raised suspicions about the true intent. The revelation that the God of Magic was actually the Apostle of Truth, who was a mage, was more shocking than the fact itself.
‘I had already suspected the identity of the Apostle of Truth….’
In the game, the Apostle of Truth was the leader of the villainous group that spanned the storyline, yet they maintained a neutral stance, almost like a God uninterested in earthly matters, merely observing from a distance alongside their followers.
The suspicion that the Apostle of Truth was a mage arose after encountering Mortalia, who had become an Apostle of the Void in Paradise.
Mortalia, as an Apostle of the Void, said she became such to escape the endless repetition of the world. She hinted at this to her counterpart in another timeline like an oracle. This broke the cycle of repetition, leading to the downfall of the once-glorious ancient civilization.
‘The Mortalia of the final timeline, who broke the cycle, didn’t die. Instead, she bore the punishment and fell from grace.’
If someone who was once part of the Council of Truth, the founder of necromancy, and master of all ancient spells still existed in this world, it could only be the Sorceress.
In that case… the ‘Apostle of Truth’ who was hunted in the late stages of the game was either a stand-in or a doppelganger. It couldn’t have been easy to kill a mad Arch Mage who could match Karyan.
‘And if she is a mage… it’s not surprising she became the God of Magic.’
Even Ludmilla couldn’t help but marvel at and take an interest in the mage’s spell system. Although it was unclear how things stood now, in the realm of ‘magic’, the Sorceress was practically a God. No, she had already become a transcendent by controlling chaos. She had been the God of Magic since ancient times, and her divinity might only have been revealed recently.
“Recreation, huh.”
It was somewhat surprising that she, as the God of Magic, would express a desire to recreate the world in its true form after revealing herself and gaining the power of the laws to take over the heavens.
‘A lie to deceive the gods? But… it’s hard to believe that high-ranking gods like Light or Death would easily fall for such an empty promise.’
Thus, it was necessary to listen further to the Goddess of Justice.
─Light was the first to agree with her. Or rather, it was inevitable. Light had become the closest to a ‘concept’ among us. In a way, light, having become almost a part of the world, would have perceived the creative power the God of Magic possessed as the will of the world itself. The divine will to recreate the world.
“And Death?”
─Death… He empathizes with the rampant deaths in the world and vowed to embrace them all. For such a being, the claim that the world is false would have sounded like saying all the lives he had embraced were false. Thus, to ensure the proper deaths of mortals, he accepted the hand extended by the God of Magic.
“The other gods… there’s no point in discussing them. Two of the highest-ranking gods of the heavens have already fallen.”
─Yes. But I couldn’t trust the God of Magic’s intentions. I believed I should not, as it was not in line with my name. So, I chose to imprison myself under the guise of accepting my own sin.
“What about your current state?”
─This, too, was my choice.
“Regain your divinity, my lord.”
At that moment, Aries took a step towards the Goddess of Justice, who had her back turned.
“If a false God is committing wrongs, wield your sword. I, Aries, will gladly obey your command.”
It was a reverent tone unlike any Khan had heard from her before.
To Aries, the Goddess of Justice was not only the mother she didn’t remember but also the great being who had given her the blade for her vengeance. For Aries, the Goddess of Justice was the measure of good and evil, the epitome of absolute goodness.
Even though the goddess had fallen to the status of a mere mortal, that did not change.
Feeling touched by this sentiment, the Goddess of Justice’s benevolent smile deepened. However, since her back was turned, Aries could not see this smile.
─Aries. My sword. The child who overcame trials on her own. You and I harbored resentment for different reasons, and you chose faith as a way to resolve that resentment. Some priests call choosing faith as a means of revenge blasphemy. But I believe it is one branch of faith.
Aries nodded quietly. Although she had wielded faith as a blade for vengeance, Aries’ faith was genuine. The Goddess of Justice had chosen her as an apostle not out of mere interest but because she truly deserved it.
─Therefore, I judged that you were worthy.
When the Goddess of Justice turned back around. The sword she held was now naturally replacing Aries’ sword.
“… My lord! This is.”
─Up until now, you have been called the Sword of the Goddess of Justice, punishing all evils and eliminating corrupt forces on the continent. From now on, you will not be merely a sword. From this moment, Aries, you shall become the true Sword of Justice.
It happened before Aries could say anything.
-Burst!
The goddess’s sword at her waist emitted a blinding light that gently enveloped Aries.
─The scales will be given to Elena. If she leads the believers on the ground to prepare for the coming disaster, you will become the sword to cut through that disaster. Then, the scales disappeared from the goddess’s hands.
They were transported to Elena on the continent. Thus, the two divine relics symbolizing the Goddess of Justice were bestowed upon her apostles. Now, these women were not merely apostles but almost incarnations of the goddess overseeing justice.
“Ah…!”
Aries tried to speak, but her words did not fully come through. The power of the light was elevating her spirit to a higher place.
─And Gordi Khan. You, the valiant warrior who has received and continues to receive my favor. You have been given a destiny that is hard to believe is that of a mere mortal. Once, seeing your actions twist the fate of the continent, I thought it was the influence of the Warrior God. But now I know. You are yourself.
“That’s right. I don’t particularly believe in Karyan. If anything, I think about beating him up thoroughly if I ever get the chance.”
─You are a storm unto yourself, sweeping through everything around you. But to those around you, you are the strongest fence and wall. Just as you have been to my sword. However, this trial will be extremely arduous, even for someone like you.
The Goddess of Justice had given away her two divine relics, which were as much a part of her divinity. But she still had something left to offer.
─Pray.
“To you?”
─To anyone. It doesn’t have to be me. If there is a God you truly believe in, pray to them. If you believe in your comrades, that is fine too.
Khan did as she said.
He believed in only one thing.
Himself.
He believed in himself to fight the most dangerous battles in the most perilous places and emerge victorious. That was a kind of wish and, as the Goddess of Justice said, a prayer.
─I will support your wish from beside you.
And when he finished his prayer and opened his eyes. The Goddess of Justice had vanished without a trace. Thus, in the monastery where only the two of them remained,
Sunlight suddenly streamed through the window, illuminating the Invincible blade at Khan’s waist. As if imbued with divine light, it shone brilliantly.
***
『It seems like their conversation is over too. The Goddess of Justice remained true to herself until the end.』
“So. Are you going to tell us what’s next?”
『Shall I?』
The Knight God, appearing as a young child, grinned mischievously and looked up at his newly restored apostle.
『Did you know? Death, amusingly enough, ended up being dragged away by Light in a half-crippled state. Light, along with the God of Magic, headed out of the heavens. So now, I’m the only highest-ranking God left in the heavens in good condition.』
“What do you want me to do with that information? Should I sing praises for your greatness?”
『Well! That wouldn’t be so bad either!』
E-Urel’s face scrunched up visibly, but the Knight God continued to smile, as if such minor irreverence was just amusing.
E-Urel’s expression tightened further, and the Knight God spoke again.
『Of course, that’s not the only reason I’m talking to you! Why do you think I gave you back your body, E-Urel? Because there’s work to be done!』
“Work? And what task would that be now?”
『It’s because it’s now that the task is necessary, wouldn’t you say?』
As the Knight God said this, he extended his hand, and the Holy Lance Reletalrasa, stored somewhere within E-Urel’s body, flew into his grasp.
『Reletalrasa. My divine artifact, capable of neutralizing all the knights on the continent in one fell swoop. You know that, right?』
“If I didn’t know, I wouldn’t have tried to use it.”
『Yes, exactly! But E-Urel, you don’t know the conditions to fully unleash Reletalrasa’s power. Think about it! This is my divine artifact, so wouldn’t it inherit my traits strongly?』
It was a given. But why the Knight God was stating the obvious was unclear to E-Urel, who watched as the God elaborated with a smile.
『E-Urel, you’ll probably find it difficult to fully draw out Reletalrasa’s power. Sure, you can ‘handle’ it well because you manage aura better than anyone. But you won’t be the ‘best’. Because it will only truly become Reletalrasa when it absorbs your power too.』
In other words, Reletalrasa would only manifest its true power after absorbing E-Urel’s strength.
-E-Urel nodded quietly. It made sense. Only when it absorbed the aura of the apostle of the Knight God could it be said to have absorbed the aura of ‘all knights’.
“Then? What’s the plan? It’s a weapon that handles aura, so it must be wielded by a knight. Is there anyone who can handle Reletalrasa better than me? There isn’t. Absolutely.”
『There is no knight who can. But surprisingly, there is someone else who is very suitable. Not a knight, but a very fitting person who even uses a spear.』
“A person like that exists?”
『Yes!』
Despite his puzzlement, E-Urel accepted Reletalrasa from the Knight God and secured it.
『So, give Reletalrasa to that person. In the great battle to come, it will need to display its true power. You’ll find out who it is when you meet them….』
“And this great battle?”
『Oh, I didn’t mention that!』
Clapping his hands theatrically, the Knight God smiled.
『Soon, the God of Magic plans to summon the Arch Demon. Apparently, to recreate the world, it needs to be emptied first.』
Barbarian in a Failed Game - Chapter 318
318. The Great Demonic Realm (1)
The main headquarters of the Pantheon, after being thoroughly swept by E-Urel.
After the irresistible strikes of the Sword of the Night Sky receded and E-Urel vanished along with Khan and Aries, those left behind did not remain idle. The Borderland Marquis’s army was the first to occupy all facilities of the headquarters and completely subdued the Paladin Division.
“Resist to the end! Do not surrender to the heretical forces……!”
“Such nonsense.”
Veil, the Magic Swordsman.
Once a mercenary affiliated with the Mage Tower, he was a formidable warrior who had learned magic in exchange for doing the Tower’s errands.
Swirling red spells around his blade, he cut through the Paladins, muttering under his breath.
“It seems that formidable blessing has vanished. Haven’t you been abandoned?”
“Infidel…!”
“Persistent…”
Though Veil couldn’t quite hold his own among Khan’s party, he was fundamentally a mercenary. Not only had he become a Gold-rank mercenary at a young age, but he was also a genius who excelled in both swordsmanship and magic.
“This should be enough.”
After striking down the last of the Paladins, bale spat on the ground. Thanks to the sudden cessation of divine miracles during the fight, the battle had been entirely one-sided.
‘That brute must have done something.’
There was no doubt about it. Not long after Khan disappeared, the divine miracles ceased, and all holy magic stopped working altogether. Without holy magic and miracles, the Paladins were just a well-armed army.
In a normal war, a fanatically determined army could be threatening, but their opponents were not a typical army. They were an elite force of otherworldly beings with superior physical abilities and advanced techniques.
“…Can that be opened again?”
With the immediate battle over, bale’s attention naturally turned to the heavenly gate that had appeared in the sky. He directed his question to the being who had been staring intently at the dimensional portal, something beyond his own understanding.
『Forcing it open wouldn’t be wise.』
Natrix, who had inadvertently become the fleet’s artillery platform, examined the heavenly gate with her Dragon’s Eyes and sighed as she answered.
『The portal itself is already extremely unstable. It could have been caused by that man, E-Urel, using it, or… something is happening inside.』
Given the sudden cessation of divine miracles, the latter seemed more likely.
『First, we need to ensure that the headquarters’ forces cannot mobilize. Hmm?』
Natrix’s head turned sharply. It was as if something had forcibly grabbed her neck and twisted it. The dwarves operating the magi-tech cannons on her back screamed at the violent motion.
But Natrix had no room to worry about the mortals on her back.
『This is…!』
She could feel it. A presence descending from that distant land of chaos, tearing through the sky. An ancient evil that would devour the sun and cover the entire continent in sulfurous flames.
Even just revealing a part of its true form brought the world’s fate inexorably closer to annihilation—a catastrophe beyond compare.
In an instant, Natrix’s vision expanded infinitely. Her physical body remained in the skies above the headquarters, but her soul felt as if it was being sucked into some unknown place.
And then.
Their eyes met.
“Not yet. The time is not right.”
Its appearance could not be compared to any creature on earth.
Its skin, made of sulfurous flames, continuously incinerated everything around it. Beneath those flames, a dark, pulsing flesh moved like a separate entity. Beneath the flesh, veins intertwined in a complex web, flowing not with blood but with a tar-like, sticky substance.
But more alien than its body were its eyes.
Pure chaos and dark magic swirled together. The two forces blended as if they had always been one, yet also repelled each other like oil and water. It was the embodiment of ‘chaos’.
A primordial God.
An ancient evil born from chaos.
The Arch Demon, descending from the far eastern end, fixed its gaze on Natrix. That alone caused Natrix to feel an excruciating pain as if her soul was being ripped out.
『Gasp─!』
The time she spent locked in eye contact with the Arch Demon lasted less than a second. No physical time had passed. The Arch Demon was a being that mocked the constraints of time and space.
But it undeniably happened. Natrix felt the agony of her Dragon Eyes melting. The sulfurous stench invading her senses seemed to rob her of all perception.
“Argh!”
“The dragon’s gone mad…!”
Flight was as natural to a dragon as breathing. But that was impossible for Natrix at that moment. The dwarven engineers hastily escaped from her rampaging back, embraced by Neria’s spirits.
“Natrix!”
Meanwhile, Natrix needed to be calmed down. If she started rampaging here, the damage would be catastrophic. Fortunately, there was still a person brave and reckless enough to put a leash on an angry dragon. The Grand Warrior, Gordi.
Neria realized something was wrong when she saw blood pouring from Gordi’s mouth as his face contorted.
“Grand Warrior?!”
“…Ugh.”
What was causing this?
From Neria’s perspective, Natrix suddenly going berserk and the Grand Warrior coughing up blood was bewildering. Fortunately or unfortunately, being relatively newly ascended to a High Elf had spared her from the Arch Demon’s gaze.
But in the next moment. Even without the Arch Demon’s gaze, it became clear to everyone that something unprecedented was happening.
““The sun… it’s turning black!”
“…Karyan, help us.”
The sun had begun to turn black. No, by the time anyone noticed, the black sun had already replaced the original. The sky remained as bright and clear as ever, yet the sun alone had darkened.
“This is impossible….”
Veil, confirming the black sun, muttered in disbelief. The berserk dragon momentarily slipped from his mind in the face of such an eerie and surreal sight.
Normally, staring directly at the sun was impossible, but this black sun had no such effect. Instead, it seemed to draw in one’s sanity. Veil, staring blankly at the black sun, suddenly gasped.
‘The smell of sulfur…?!’
A pungent stench that seemed to come from nowhere briefly numbed his sense of smell. Feeling dizzy, bale staggered and noticed that the light had faded from the eyes of the Paladin he had just subdued.
“…Dead?”
Veil’s fingers trembled as he checked the pulse of the Paladin he had subdued.
He was dead.
The Paladin, who had been subdued but still alive moments ago, had stopped breathing. And it wasn’t just the Paladin at his feet.
“Hey, Gern! Why are you collapsing all of a sudden?!”
“Lady Neria…! Schultz isn’t breathing…!”
More and more non-human beings began showing the same symptoms as the Paladins, ceasing to breathe. Without any warning—synchronized with the appearance of the black sun—they had died.
“Don’t look at the sky!”
The first to respond was Elena, the goddess’s scales bearer, who had just escaped from the tower where she had been confined with the Paladins. She was still able to use holy magic, and the holy magic she cast enveloped all the sentient beings in the headquarters.
Thud— thud—
But even a mortal’s miracle couldn’t stop the disaster wrought by the Arch Demon. More continued to collapse, lifeless, their breath halted.
“What in the world…!”
Biting her lip at the sight, Elena prepared to summon a greater miracle.
Blaze!
Suddenly, a brilliant light flared from the scales that appeared before her. Elena immediately recognized the source of the light.
‘The Goddess of Justice…!’
The holy power of the goddess began to shield the mortals from the Arch Demon’s power. Those who couldn’t even resist began to lose consciousness as if falling asleep. Their souls were half-dormant, preventing them from seeing the black sun.
This provided a temporary reprieve, but Elena couldn’t fathom the full extent of the phenomenon. The strange occurrences that had enveloped the headquarters were, in fact, happening across the entire continent.
***
“Emperor!”
“No need for alarm. I’m already aware.”
“But reports are flooding in from the palace! People are dropping dead all over… What?”
The imperial secretary was bewildered by the emperor’s calm demeanor and then, noticing the collapsed officials scattered on the floor, nearly fainted himself.
Regardless, the emperor continued to gaze at the ceiling of the palace with narrowed eyes.
“…A black sun.”
Emperor Friedrick’s eyes were fixed beyond the tall ceiling of the palace, directly at the black sun. It wasn’t that he had suddenly acquired the ability to see through solid objects. That black sun was such that it could be seen no matter what was in the way—it was unavoidable.
“This is serious, isn’t it?”
Conrad, the half-human, half-dragon knight, appeared like an afterimage, scratching the back of his head.
“Not all knights and mages are unscathed. Luckily, the Royal Guard is intact. But some Battle Mages have been affected. It seems to be more a matter of mental fortitude than physical strength.”
“If even this old body of mine is fine, then that’s likely the case.”
“You never know. Maybe you’re only fine because of the dragon’s magic circle protecting you. Who’s to say you won’t collapse the moment you leave the palace?”
Conrad’s light-hearted joke did little to brighten the mood. Whether this black sun was the disaster itself or merely a precursor to something worse, no one could predict.
However, the emperor leaned towards the latter. It couldn’t possibly end with just this.
“…If even the palace, protected by the dragon’s magic circle, is like this, then the outside must be far worse.”
“That’s correct, Emperor Friedrick.”
Someone interrupted the emperor’s muttered speculation. A third voice interjected into the emperor’s office, where outside intrusion was nearly impossible.
Yet neither Conrad, the emperor’s bodyguard, nor the emperor himself showed any signs of alarm at the voice.
“At least one-tenth of the continent’s population.”
Emerging from a golden shimmering ‘spatial rift’ was a strikingly handsome man, beautiful enough to be sculpted by a goddess of beauty.
His identity was the imperial guardian dragon, Arkadnil, the only ancient dragon still alive and active in the present age.
From his mouth came a fact so staggering it made one’s vision swim just to hear it.
“The moment that black sun appeared, one-tenth of the continent’s population died.”
“Ugh…”
Even the emperor, who rarely displayed emotional disturbance, could not help but groan at the number. It wasn’t just a simple one-tenth. It meant one-tenth of all humans on the continent. And that number was bound to increase as time passed.
It was possible that a disaster far worse than the black sun was about to engulf the continent.
“…Arkadnil, you must have some idea about the nature of this black sun if you’ve awakened from your long slumber and come to find me?”
“Indeed, I do.”
The guardian dragon, Arkadnil, responded calmly.
“Prepare for a total war. We must gather all the forces of the empire and the continent. There is no need for persuasion. If we fail, the entire continent will disappear. And…”
Advance into the Great Demonic Realm.
“I will open the path to the Cradle of the Void. Even if it means burning this wretched body of mine.”
Just as Arkadnil did in the game.
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Which country suffered the most direct and immense impact from the disaster caused by the black sun?
There was no doubt.
“…Indeed, has there ever been a time as perilous as this in the empire’s history?”
It was the empire. Possessing the largest territory and having the most extensive population, the empire inevitably bore the brunt of the damage, accounting for a tenth of the continent’s population.
Moreover, the empire had been embroiled in conflicts until recently.
The rampage of the great forest was halted by the exploits of a certain barbarian and his companions, but in the process, the internal war among the electors and the erosion of the demonic realm had already inflicted significant damage.
No matter how high the authority of the imperial family, it was inevitably tarnished.
“Your wise majesty, the emperor.”
The spacious conference hall prepared by the imperial family. At the head of the table sat Emperor Friedrick, known as the Iron Blood, accompanied by Sir Conrad, the empire’s strongest knight.
The round table, which filled half of the conference hall, was occupied by leaders representing the empire or equivalent powers.
“Even now, with public sentiment in disarray and nobles across the land voicing their grievances… another war? We are in no position to conscript forces. No, even if we had the means, it would still be impossible.”
The man who stood and addressed the emperor was also a leader of a faction integral to the empire.
Reinz.
The head of the electoral family in the northeastern part of the empire had recently changed. With the family head falling into a death-like sleep due to the black sun, his eldest son and heir became the new Elector of Reinz.
He had already proven his merit as a commander leading troops in place of Leniyar during the war instigated by the greenskins. His actions demonstrated that he was not merely opposing the imperial family’s moves for the sake of opposition.
“Of course, I acknowledge that this black sun is an unprecedented disaster. Who could disagree? A sun visible even from beneath the ceiling… Nowadays, among the nobles, it has become common to sleep face down rather than looking up at the ceiling. But.”
The Elector of Reinz sighed with a face full of regret.
“It is still too much. Not just a partial conscription… but conscripting almost all able citizens? This leaves us with no backup.”
Some individuals quietly agreed with the Elector of Reinz. However, this did not mean that the remaining attendees agreed with the emperor’s conscription order. They were merely being cautious, not knowing the emperor’s true intentions.
However, Emperor Friedrick’s resolve was firm.
“I will not accept any objections. The empire will now prepare for an all-out war, and this includes not only the empire but also the border kingdoms. An envoy has already been sent in the name of the imperial family. We should receive a response soon.”
“Your Majesty! This is too extreme!”
Bang!
“All-out war?! Against whom are we waging this total war? The greenskins, the beasts of the great forest, and even the demonic realm could not shake the foundation of the empire!”
A middle-aged man with hair and beard prematurely white stood up, striking the round table in anger. Despite his age, he possessed a robust physique strong enough to throw any ordinary man with one hand. This man was also an elector.
Argent was the elector family that had supported the imperial family the longest, and the Elector of Argent was the greatest supporter of the imperial family.
Such a staunch supporter of the emperor now stood up in direct opposition.
The word “all-out war” had evidently struck a nerve with the elector. Believing the empire to be an eternally great nation, he had faith that even the unprecedented disaster of the black sun could be overcome with the empire’s power.
“Have you said all your complaints?”
“Your Majesty—”
“Elector of Argent, you are before His Majesty.”
Just as the Elector of Argent was about to explode with anger again, seeing that the emperor paid no heed to the electors’ grievances, an invisible force gently pressed down upon the assembly.
“First, wouldn’t it be better to listen to His Majesty’s words? To speak out in discontent immediately… the situation is what it is.”
“Hmm…”
The Elector of Argent had no choice but to suppress his anger.
The Elector of Reinz watched the situation with a smile, difficult to read, and the emperor, who had been observing the commotion, began to speak.
“We must advance to the great demonic realm. We must project all the empire’s forces to eliminate the source of the black sun.”
“The great demonic realm… are you saying the black sun is a result of the great demonic realm’s erosion?”
“That part, I will explain.”
At that moment, a handsome man who had been sitting quietly in a corner since before the leaders entered the conference hall stepped forward on behalf of the emperor.
Everyone in the hall, who had been silently wondering about the man’s identity, showed interest as he came forward. When he revealed his identity, the hall fell silent.
“I am Arkadnil. I have protected the empire and mortals in accordance with an ancient pact since distant antiquity.”
“……”
All eyes in the hall turned to the emperor, questioning if this was true. The emperor quietly nodded in affirmation.
Murmurs spread through the hall.
Everyone present was a leader of a prominent faction within the empire, and the existence of the dragon guarding the imperial family was a rumor that had circulated in hushed tones. Now, the truth of this rumor was laid bare before their eyes.
And the fact that the guardian dragon had revealed himself to everyone had significant implications.
“The black sun is just the beginning. It is a precursor to a great evil that seeks to revert the entire continent, no, Midland itself, to its primordial state. If you do not stop it, you will not have a future to worry about.”
“Does that mean… Midland will be destroyed? Oh, Guardian Dragon.”
“That is correct.”
A heavy silence settled over the room.
Arkadnil continued, unfazed, listing the facts calmly.
“Gather all your forces. Do not hold back; it is right to project every ounce of your strength.
The ‘gate’ has opened, and the chaos minions of primordial evil will overflow beyond the great demonic realm.”
“Additionally, do not be overly conscious of the black sun. The very act of trying to avoid it equates to ‘recognizing’ it, which ultimately means you will succumb to the primordial evil.”
“The erosion of the demonic realm will accelerate.
The chaos seeping from the ‘gate’ will devour souls and grow stronger, increasing its pace. The time you have to muster your forces is limited. So, hasten.”
Just hearing this, everyone in the conference hall had the same thought. Doom was near. Believing in the eternal prosperity of the empire seemed like a dream now. And the catastrophe Arkadnil had foretold descended upon the continent.
“Strange monsters are rampant in the eastern part of the continent!”
“A snowstorm the size of the entire eastern desert has erupted—! The snowstorm is delaying the monsters’ advance! The Witch of Winter is involved…!”
“Urgent news from the Pantheon Church! The cardinal priestess Elena is now officially known as the ‘Saint of the Scales’! She has been proclaimed an apostle of God and is heading to the great demonic realm with all the paladins and crusaders…”
“The ‘High Elf’ of the Canuta Border Marquisate has joined forces with the Pantheon Church! Additionally, the dwarves have offered to provide their arms to the imperial army free of charge! Furthermore, they are transporting thirty magic-engineered cannons to the great demonic realm……!”
Chaos creatures had appeared.
However, as if foreseeing this from the beginning, various forces were mobilizing. The leaders of the factions, who had initially despaired at the situation, found hope.
“Indeed, where will the mighty strength of the empire go in the face of this crisis!”
“The greenskins and the beasts of the great forest may have threatened the empire, but they never broke it. If the empire’s strength is united, there is no disaster we cannot overcome!”
“Primordial evil? It’s just another demon! How many demons have descended upon the empire before? All those demons fled before the empire’s power, and this primordial evil will be no different!”
A vast number of people flocked to the great demonic realm.
The army was so massive that even the empire’s administrative power couldn’t keep track of the total number. There were frequent encounters between territories that had been on bad terms and even factions that were almost mortal enemies gathering under the same banner, naturally causing significant confusion.
However, even that confusion was trampled and mixed into the immense chaos emanating from the great demonic realm.
***
The gate opened.
“Return to the primordial state according to the natural order. All life returns to chaos. Bear your original sin and gain a new life.”
A voice was heard, and the sky opened.
“This is a predestined disaster. It is merely a repetition of an event that has occurred countless times. Do not resist; accept it.”
Under the black sun. The voice spread by the primordial evil tainted everything with wickedness. The desert, created by the erosion of the great demonic realm, roiled as if it were alive. The desert itself gained life and turned hostile to all humanity.
Rumble…!!
Hundreds of thousands of soldiers felt it simultaneously. The vibrations beneath their feet were the sign of a massive creature rising from its crouch.
“Submit to the will of the world.”
Boom─!
“It’s a creature!!”
The human army and the bizarre monsters began to clash. The monsters that surged from beneath the ground were of disjointed, grotesque forms, all creations of chaos.
Their numbers rivaled the imperial army marching toward the great demonic realm, and new chaos minions continued to emerge from the ground.
“We, we can’t win…!”
Clang! Clang!
The chaos minions were uniformly horrific in appearance, but their looks were not the worst part.
“How can we possibly defeat that?!”
Each creature of chaos was a monster capable of grinding hundreds of humans to dust. However, knights and mages, considered the asymmetrical power of the human army, were few, and even they could not face the chaos minions alone.
Despairing at the strength of the creatures, countless soldiers broke formation in terror.
The word ‘destruction’ began to fill the minds of the people.
“Submit to chaos.”
“Submit to chaos.”
“Submit to chaos.”
And as the demonic voice that had echoed in everyone’s minds since entering the domain of the great demonic realm repeated its seductive refrain.
“A foul stench.”
Even under the chaotic sky, the radiant platinum hair of a girl fluttered in the wind, retaining its brilliance. She appeared out of place on the battlefield. Yet, no one dared to underestimate the girl based on her appearance.
Having fully embodied the divinity of a goddess, she had shed her mortal limitations. Midland’s new Goddess of Justice raised her sword.
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The Goddess of Justice embodied two symbols in her divinity.
One was the scales.
The absolute scales of justice that weigh good and evil. Against those defined as evil by the goddess’s scales, she held an absolute advantage.
And the other.
The sword that delivers divine punishment to those deemed evil. This sword enacted the execution of justice that could not be escaped by evil.
The sword held by Aries scattered radiant light.
That radiance spread across the entire battlefield in an instant. The process of defining evil with the scales was unnecessary. The chaos minions birthed by the Arch Demon were undeniably evil.
The light emanating from the sword became divine flames. The white-hot fire itself was a sacred flame that burned away evil.
‘Judgment Strike.’
The pure white sword, shrouded in white flames, drew a thin line in the air at a slow pace.
『──────!!』
As the sword slashed the empty air, the chaos minions began to rush madly. The divinity emanating from the sword held by Aries stimulated their primal instincts.
Their numbers reached thousands. The creatures charged, enduring the auras and magic attacks that battered their bodies. Just as a massive wedge emerged in the midst of the battlefield, ready to engulf her.
Burn.
As Aries’s lips moved, the final point of the line she was drawing was completed.
Fwoooosh!!
A flower of white flames bloomed in the middle of the desert. The chaos minions that had been rushing towards Aries rolled on the ground, silently screaming as the white flames clung to their bodies.
The massive grotesque monsters sprawled across the battlefield created significant obstacles just by lying there. The chaotic onslaught of creatures from all directions temporarily faltered, allowing the formation to regain composure.
But Aries’s sword strike did not end there.
Fwoosh! Fwoosh!
The judgment strike radiated out in a fan shape from her position, sweeping through everything indiscriminately.
“F-fire…!”
“Get out of the way!!”
The horrific creatures writhed in agony and died the moment they touched the flames. Small humans, in contrast, would burn to death in an instant. Those caught in the sword’s trajectory either tried to escape or flattened themselves on the ground.
However, the wave of white flames permitted no escape. A soldier, about to scream with eyes tightly shut, blinked in surprise.
“Huh…? It’s not hot…?”
It wasn’t hot. The soldier, amazed, observed the white flames rising from his body. Soon, he realized that the wounds he had received while rolling on the battlefield were gone, and his ragged breathing had calmed.
He was not alone in this realization. His comrades, who had also been engulfed by the wave of white flames, examined the same with similar expressions.
“Indeed, a sword that punishes only evil.”
Aries was not alone when she stormed into the battlefield. E-Urel, the apostle of the Knight God, let out a hollow laugh with his newly acquired body.
“Despite all this, we are still outnumbered.”
Even at this moment, countless humans were dying to the creatures. In places untouched by Aries’s reach, the front lines were on the verge of collapse, unable to hold back even a single creature.
“Submit to chaos.”
“If we don’t do something about that noisy voice, this will never end.”
E-Urel forged a sword from the night sky. He planned to act as a beacon, allowing the knights and mages of the imperial army to fully unleash their power. He intended to make a grand display.
But as if to render his efforts unnecessary, a massive shadow cut across the middle of the battlefield.
“Ha ha ha! So many targets to choose from─!”
It was the arrival of Natrix and the dwarves who operated the magic-engineered cannons. This time, they had brought even more cannons than when they assaulted the Pantheon’s main sanctuary.
“Fire! Wipe them all out!”
Boom─!
At the signal from the dwarf William, the cannons roared with thunderous fury. But the most remarkable presence on the battlefield was, without a doubt, the elf.
“What a dreadful place…. The essence of nature has completely vanished here.”
Neria, now a high elf, summoned spirits with a wave of her hand. That single gesture fused her body with hundreds, thousands of spirits of various ranks.
At this moment, Neria could command all the elements of the world with a mere gesture.
“Protect the people.”
The flow of air changed. Suddenly, everyone’s movements became slightly lighter and faster. The wind spirits were pushing them forward. Flames ignited. The chaos minions had bodies vastly different from humans, their enormous size and regenerative abilities making them nearly impossible to kill with ordinary wounds.
But when the spirits’ flames imbued the humans’ weapons, the creatures’ regeneration was suppressed.
Lightning struck across the battlefield. Bolts of lightning descended upon those in critical situations, momentarily halting the creatures’ movements, allowing many to escape death in those fleeting moments.
Neria was not the only one.
“Focus on support! The spirits’ power alone can’t kill those monsters!”
“Neria! The essence of nature is too scarce here! It’s impossible to maintain this for long…!”
“It’s alright.”
Neria’s gentle smile, unfitting for the battlefield, reassured the frantic elves.
“We are not alone.”
『Karyaaaaan──!!』
The battle cries of hundreds of barbarian, leaping from Natrix in a reckless manner, were loud enough to momentarily drown out even the constant voice of the Arch Demon.
Barbarians who had jumped down from Natrix’s back immediately charged at the chaos minions with relentless ferocity. The chaos minions that had been relentlessly attacking humans couldn’t help but notice the sudden charge of hundreds of humans.
The creatures, several times more numerous than the barbarian who had stormed the battlefield, shrieked silently as they turned their attention to the barbarian. But the barbarian paid them no mind.
Boom!!
At the forefront, the fist of the Great Warrior Gordi crushed what seemed to be the face of one of the creatures. Then, other barbarian wielded axes and halberds, tearing apart the creature’s limbs as if dismembering livestock.
These creatures, capable of massacring hundreds of humans on their own, were dismantled in mere moments, as if in a slaughterhouse.
“Pathetic! Even the hide of a Hoarfrost Gorge Orc is tougher!”
“Ha ha ha! What an adorable little monster─!”
“Kill them all! Karyan is watching us──!”
Though the number of barbarian was but a handful compared to the human army and the chaos minions, they became an unstoppable wedge, tearing through the battlefield.
No creature could withstand a strike from the Great Warrior. Eventually, even punching the creatures became too tedious for him, and he began wielding them as weapons instead.
Swoosh! Swoosh! Swoosh─!
The Great Warrior swung the monstrous creatures, twice his size, like blunt weapons, drawing cheers from the barbarian.
“Monster club!”
“I want to do it too─!”
Exceeding mere cheers, the barbarian began to imitate the Great Warrior, swinging the creatures with pure, childlike glee. The imperial army watched in awe at the barbaric display. However, in such a desperate situation, even this spectacle served as a source of strength.
Especially if this bizarre tactic helped turn the tide of battle.
“We can win! Don’t give up─!”
“We have battle mages…! Hold out with your lives so they can cast their spells─!”
With the combined efforts of the dwarven cannons, the elves’ support, and the barbarian’ brute force, the tide of battle began to shift. Gradually, the number of slain creatures surpassed the human casualties.
“It seems it’s time for us to act.”
“Hmm.”
The golden-haired handsome man, the guardian dragon Arkadnil, nodded as he observed the scene.
He was the only ancient dragon who had survived and remained active until this era. Though he spent most of his time in slumber, recovering from ancient wounds, his prowess was unchanged from the past.
A dragon, with its vast mental world, could impose changes upon the world through speech. Natrix had once displayed immense holy power by borrowing the strength of an ancient dragon. But Arkadnil was the ancient dragon itself.
“I will open the path.”
Arkadnil extended his hand toward the sky.
『Hold on tight, everyone.』
His voice began to take on an otherworldly quality. Arkadnil had one singular purpose: to open a path to the second layer of the Great Demonic Realm, the Realm of Chaos.
The first layer, the Border Station, and the second layer, the Realm of Chaos, were not separated by conventional means. It wasn’t like drawing lines on the ground to demarcate territories.
‘Density of Chaos.’
The place where chaos was denser than in the first layer was the second layer. This meant that if there was a way to momentarily increase the density of chaos.
It would be possible to transform this location into the second layer.
And at this moment, with humans and chaos minions entangled, the chaos had reached its peak.
『I shall open it.』
The language of dragons itself has the power to alter the world. Especially for an ancient dragon like Arkadnil, simply wishing for something could cause mountains to collapse and seas to part.
The battlefield was saturated with death.
This had intensified the chaos more than ever.
His long-recovered and stored words of power.
All these elements combined to create an impossible miracle.
The boundary between the first and second layers.
The distinction between inside and outside blurred.
Arkadnil’s dragon language applied to the very nature of the first layer of the Great Demonic Realm, transforming all the humans standing on the first layer into the second layer.
In fact, the space they stood on itself became the second layer. Humans, unwittingly transferred to the Realm of Chaos, looked up in dazed confusion. The ever-changing chaotic sky greeted them.
At times it was purple, at others pitch-black, and sometimes it turned as red as the blood flowing through their veins. But the black sun remained unchanged in the chaotic sky.
No.
It was closer.
“Fools.”
The laughing voice buzzed around their ears.
And.
As if mocking the humans’ struggles.
“Do you think you have come closer to me?”
“You are mistaken.”
“I have approached you….”
The black sun opened.
“Despair.”
The first thing to emerge was a ‘hand’.
“Submit.”
It was a chunk of flesh covered in sulfuric flames. Though not massive in itself, at the sight of even a part of it, many people thought.
There was no stopping it.
“Submit.”
The irresistible urge took root in their minds.
Submit to chaos. And yield.
That was the end.
Bam! Bam! Bam…!
So effortlessly.
The heads of all the imperial soldiers exploded.
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The sight of sulfur-covered hands ripping out the heads of all humans was burned into their vision. Even with their eyes closed, it was vividly clear, like a brand seared into their minds.
It was hell.
What else could it be when tens of thousands of humans were massacred in an instant? No, perhaps the moment the Arch Demon began to descend, this place had already become hell.
Regin, the captain of a thousand and a senior knight of the imperial army, thought with a blank expression.
And he recalled.
‘Does this make any sense?’
The Arch Demon had yet to fully descend. But with just the appearance of one ‘arm’, the entire imperial army was being annihilated?
Impossible.
Then, Regin saw his own head exploding in real-time, as if from a corner of hell.
‘…Yes, this is strange!’
How could he see his head being destroyed?
Regin strongly reminded himself that what he was seeing was some kind of hallucination or the Arch Demon’s trick. The more he convinced himself, the more an inexplicable pain seized his brain as if squeezing it.
The Arch Demon’s power was crushing his mind. Convincing himself that he had to stay focused, he thought harder. But as if to confirm that there was no way for a mere knight to resist the Arch Demon’s authority—
‘I’m going to die…!’
Fear engulfed him like a lie. His consciousness began to fade, and Regin started to accept his death.
Regin was not alone.
Even those within the imperial army who were mentally strong—like knights—initially could not accept their deaths, but they were gradually starting to.
‘This is… dangerous!’
E-Urel, who had built his own mental fortress and possessed power sufficient to rival the highest divine beings, was different.
He firmly resisted the Arch Demon’s trick. However, the force crushing his mind was excessively strong. He hesitated, worrying about the impact on others if he wielded the Sword of the Night Sky carelessly.
‘If this continues, we’ll all die.’
But he couldn’t just stand by and watch forever. E-Urel readied the Sword of the Night Sky forged from his inner self, prepared to draw it at any moment, while glancing around the hellish scene.
He saw the platinum-haired girl—Aries—standing frozen with her eyes closed.
‘Thankfully, she’s holding on.’
Aries had not just acquired divinity from the heavens. She had taken the essence of divinity embodied in the two divine artifacts that symbolized the highest God, the Goddess of Justice.
The scales were given to Elena.
And the sword was given to Aries.
Two mortals wielding the authority of the highest divine beings had appeared on the earth. Moreover, Aries was an exceptionally receptive vessel for holy power. It was no coincidence that the Goddess of Justice favored her.
The slight movement of her hand, as if ready to strike the Arch Demon’s arm with her sword at any moment, showed that Aries was unscathed.
‘The child who received the scales is… doing something as well.’
A priestess with a peculiar appearance, holding scales in one hand and a flail in the other. Elena’s hair shimmered with light as it fluttered.
She was not alone either.
Crack-
‘… This mere illusion!’
Leonir von Istantil. Once a fanatical paladin with a devout faith in the heavens, he too resisted the Arch Demon’s power. It wasn’t the holy power within him that protected him.
He had witnessed the corruption within the Pantheon Church and had helped dismantle it. Traveling through life-and-death battlefields alongside Khan, he had naturally come to understand certain truths of the world…. Through this process, Leo abandoned his blind faith.
Right after realizing that something had gone wrong with the Goddess of Justice in the Great Forest, he started questioning the very nature of divinity. Were they not beings also bound and manipulated by something?
Beings not so different from humans….
『So, what will you do, mortal? If you give up your faith, you will no longer be a wielder of holy power. Will you still abandon it?』
I don’t know. But I need this power. Without being a paladin, I would just be a nobleman skilled in swordsmanship.
『Arrogant. You want to abandon faith but keep the power? No God would allow that. Even the Goddess of Justice would withdraw his favor. Will you still abandon your faith?』
In response to the voice, Leo smirked.
I don’t need it.
The power gained from begging a false God, I’ll cast it aside myself. Even if I revert to being just a nobleman, Leonir von Istantil. Leo would not regret his choice.
Without hesitation, he abandoned his faith.
The gods, who watched from their lofty heavens, only observed with superiority. In the end, wasn’t it humans who solved the problems in Midland? If so… they would do it again this time.
At that moment of resolve.
Ha ha ha─!
The voice that had been speaking to him burst into laughter, as if it had been waiting for this answer.
『Wonderful! Even after doubting and abandoning faith, you still possess such a strong will to sacrifice. That too is a nobility that only humans can have.』
The previously solemn voice became as innocent as a child’s and the tone lightened. But Leo clearly understood. The owner of this voice was… a divinity. And a very high-ranking one at that!
“The Knight God! This insane bastard…!”
The first to realize the identity of the God contacting Leo was none other than E-Urel. He had no choice but to realize.
‘The connection…!’
The persistent bond with the Knight God, which he wanted to sever for centuries, had finally been cut. He had been completely stripped of his authority as an apostle.
Typically, the bond between a God and an apostle cannot be severed unilaterally. But since E-Urel had fervently desired to abandon his position as an apostle for so long, the Knight God had effortlessly reclaimed the authority.
‘Damn brat, why now…!’
The truth was, after obtaining the Sword of the Night Sky, E-Urel’s power as an apostle had not significantly contributed to his strength.
But to forge the Sword of the Night Sky, he needed aura. E-Urel, being a paladin, could endlessly generate aura because he was an apostle of the Knight God. Now, that would no longer be possible.
Or perhaps, his body might disintegrate before that. The body he had used for centuries, unable to die, was obliterated by the God of Death. His current body was a new one given by the Knight God.
Now, having been stripped of his apostolic authority, the death he had so longed for might finally come for him….
He felt both anger and horror at receiving the freedom he had desired at such an unwelcome time. Before the aura within him completely vanished, he tried to draw the Sword of the Night Sky.
And then he realized.
‘What is this….’
When had it been there?
E-Urel was astonished as he sensed the ‘aura’ within him. Even after falling from the status of an apostle to that of a mere paladin, he still had aura within him.
No, it wasn’t just residual aura.
Boom─!
An explosion occurred within E-Urel’s body. An immense amount of aura, more than he ever had as an apostle, flowed through him.
‘That damned God…!’
E-Urel finally understood the truth. The reason the Knight God had given him a new body was to pass on the essence of his divinity to E-Urel.
Just as the Goddess of Justice had given the scales and the sword to her prospective apostles. What the Knight God left behind was ‘aura’.
Now, E-Urel no longer needed to draw aura from a connection with the God. A small, marble-sized core within his belly was constantly rotating, generating aura.
Boom──!!
Another explosion.
The rotation of the aura expanded throughout his entire body. His body became one with the aura. Simultaneously, the Sword of the Night Sky rose on its own, completely dispelling the Arch Demon’s power.
『From now on, you will be an apostle.』
The Knight God, who had secretly left this gift, conveyed a message to Leo with a chuckle in his voice.
『If you can bear the favor of all the surviving gods—from the God of Magic and that monstrous demigod who stirred the heavens—you will realize, as you have, that humans can save humanity with their own hands.』
『But if you fail, your mind will collapse under the holy power, and you will die.』
『Are you still okay with that?』
To this question, Leo sneered. Okay with it?
‘Shut up and give it to me, you gods of the heavens.’
I’ll wield the power myself. To this grand declaration, the Knight God burst into laughter once more.
At that moment.
Rumble…!
A pillar of light tore through the chaotic sky of the Great Demonic Realm, striking down upon Leo. The divine gods who had survived had not perished. Their numbers remained vast.
And all those gods projected their divinity onto Leo. The pillar of light, sent from the heart of the Pantheon, dispersed a wave powerful enough to push back even the Arch Demon’s strength—
『Begone!』
Arkadnil’s dragon words, released as if waiting for this moment, began to erase the Arch Demon’s influence.
Crack! Boom─!
“Gah!”
“B-but I was dead…?!”
The sound of something breaking was heard. The humans who had accepted their deaths one by one started to regain their senses. The Arch Demon’s power, which had been bewitching the humans, was shattered.
“Such futile struggles….”
The black sun still hung in the sky. The arm of the Arch Demon, which had harvested countless lives, had never even fully emerged.
And for a moment, it seemed as if the chaos filling the sky of the Great Demonic Realm had slightly diminished.
“The Arch Demon is not in a perfect state! It can’t harm us directly yet, so it’s trying to break our spirits!”
Elena, wielding the Scales of the Goddess, cried out as she performed a miracle. It was a holy art manifested through the divine artifact containing the essence of the highest divinity.
“Do you truly believe that….”
“You do not understand. All sentient beings in this world are mere puppets, and my act of destruction is also part of the play.”
“Do you think it is possible to change a predetermined ending?”
But.
Even as the truth was revealed, the Arch Demon remained unconcerned. Instead, it seemed to find the sight of their defiance amusing, sneering at their resistance.
“Shut—up—!”
Leo, who had absorbed the pillar of light, shouted at that moment. Repelling the Arch Demon’s voice that urged them to give up, Leo, now radiating a brilliance more intense than ever, launched a sword strike towards the black sun.
Boom!!
Amazingly, the black sun wavered under Leo’s sword strike. No, the entire Great Demonic Realm seemed to tremble as if it were screaming.
Now, Leo was not merely an apostle of a God; he was akin to an avatar of the heavens. An immense amount of holy power, too vast for a mere mortal to contain, surged within him. For a moment, he possessed the strength to repel the black sun.
However, he could not wield this power indefinitely. Any momentary lapse in focus, and the overflowing holy power would destroy Leo’s body. At the same time, the transcendent perception granted to him as an avatar told him. With this power, he could strike the still incomplete Arch Demon.
‘If that is so, then it is enough.’
Leo genuinely believed this.
Thus.
Just as Leo was about to unleash his sword strike with the will to die.
“Leo! Fall back!”
The voice of Ron, someone he never expected to hear at this moment, echoed.
And then.
“You’re using that old body quite harshly.”
“Shut up and swing your sword! Damn master!”
“Click, click… Rebel now that you’ve grown a bit. Understood.”
A woman with red hair flowing like a lion’s mane, the Sword Phantom Leniyar, and a very gaunt old man entered the battlefield. The old man, laughing at his apprentice’s grumbling, drew the sword hanging at his waist.
That alone transformed the old man’s presence entirely.
He seemed like a sword disguised as a human.
“Watch and learn.”
In contrast, the old man’s movements were very slow. But everyone on the battlefield saw it. The sword energy that exploded from the old man tore through the chaos of the Great Demonic Realm.
Eventually.
“My joints are aching.”
Slice─.
A cutting sound, enough to make one’s neck hair stand on end, resonated as the sky of the Great Demonic Realm split open.
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The scar left in the sky by the sword did not dissipate over time. It remained like a wound, etched into the chaotic, purple sky, with the black sun noticeably distant beyond it.
“Click… Despite everything, even though it hasn’t fully descended, it’s still this overwhelming.”
The old man who had scarred the sky spoke. He was Valken Leichtahp, the Sword Master, Leniyar’s mentor, and the master of Sword Mountain, who had been trapped in the Great Demonic Realm by the Oath of Purification. He patted his back unnecessarily as he spoke.
“I can’t hold on for long. The pillar of light inflicted some damage, but alone, it was impossible. But… why did you return here? You’re not the type to come back in the middle of such chaos.”
“Such a cheeky way of speaking… Do you think I could just stay put? If I did nothing, the entire continent would be annihilated.”
“What? What do you mean?”
“There’s no time to explain here.”
E-Urel, suppressing the explosion of the Night Sky within him, descended to the ground.
“You all… You must be Khan’s companions, the ones he sent ahead to observe the Great Demonic Realm’s movements.”
Leaving Valken, with whom he had roamed the Great Demonic Realm, behind, E-Urel spoke to the group that had appeared with him.
“That’s correct. I am Ron, the guide. And you are…? Did Hyungnim send you?”
“We’ll correct that insolent way of speaking later. For now, we must first escape the influence of that black sun. Valken, how long can you maintain that sword mark?”
“Well… This is the first time I’ve ever cut something like that. But it should last at least three or four hours. But, with such an army… what is this?”
“The emperor sent them. He said the continent would be destroyed if we stayed put. Honestly, they’re not much help… but we need to save as many as we can. So, where did you come from?”
“Where did we come from… That’s the question we’d like to ask. We’ve been staying in one place since the black sun appeared. Suddenly, the army appeared and caused havoc, so the Sword Master insisted on coming out….”
“Hey, Ron, why are you putting it that way? You were the first to ask if we should go out. Even though we could have stayed hidden.”
“Safe place? Are you saying there is a safe place under that black sun, Valken?”
“It’s not completely safe, but it’s at least enough to catch our breath. However…”
Valken Leichtahp clicked his tongue as he looked at the massive army behind E-Urel.
“That number might be too large to fit inside. E-Urel, I’ll go inside and check first. Is that alright?”
E-Urel was about to agree when the blond man, the guardian dragon Arkadnil, interrupted and stopped Valken.
“Sword Master Valken Leichtahp. When you say ‘inside’, do you mean the Witch’s Domain?”
“Yes, that’s correct…”
Valken Leichtahp could not immediately discern the identity of the young man, Arkadnil. After all, he had never seen a dragon before. However, he sensed that this was no ordinary being, prompting him to adopt a cautious attitude similar to how he treated E-Urel.
Yet, Arkadnil’s next words shattered his composure.
“That domain won’t hold for long. It will inevitably collapse under the strain of wielding transcendent power with a mortal body and mind.”
“Transcendent power… you say?”
“Yes. The being you call the Witch is a byproduct of the mad experiments conducted by the Council of Truth in the distant past to harness transcendent elements. That Winter Witch is a rare case where these inherited elements manifested.”
Arkadnil pointed towards the area behind Valken, where the Witch’s Domain was located.
“The price of recklessly expanding a domain, a power reserved for gods, is the eventual destruction of the body. That’s why we are short on time. Most importantly…”
It seems that dreadful entity has no intention of idly watching. Valken lifted his head in response to Arkadnil’s grim words.
He flinched.
“No, this can’t be…”
The sword scar was fading. It was evidence that the unparalleled sword strike by the continent’s greatest swordsman, Valken Leichtahp, could not withstand the pressure of the Arch Demon, who hadn’t even fully descended yet.
Valken’s face turned pale with anxiety.
“Even so… this soon?!”
“Don’t try to understand it with common sense. That entity is practically a part of this world. With that black sun in the sky, time is not on our side. We must reach the Cradle of the Void as quickly as possible.”
Arkadnil unilaterally ended the conversation, as he had no choice.
Crackle-
An ominous sound echoed from the sky where the black sun hung.
“First, we must lead all the troops into the Witch’s Domain. I can buy us some time by preventing the element from going berserk.”
***
The Winter Witch was a woman who exuded the very essence of being a “witch” at first glance.
Firstly, she was tall enough to look down on most grown men. Her limbs were long and slender, with skin so pale it seemed almost translucent, creating a striking impression.
Most notably, her hair and eyebrows were entirely white, like snow. She truly embodied the Winter Witch.
‘That woman… is protecting the entire imperial army?’
Senior knight Regin observed the Winter Witch while also taking in the drastically changed surroundings.
Instead of the nauseating purple sky, there was now a white sky filled with swirling snowstorms. The Great Demonic Realm, which was entirely a desert, now resembled the northern snowfields where Regin stood.
“Captain, are you sure this is alright…?”
“What do you mean?”
“The, the rumors about the witch…”
“Useless chatter. Take the time to get some rest.”
Regin dismissed his anxious lieutenant with a sigh, then took another deep breath.
‘A witch… In the past, I would have tried to kill her on sight.’
That was no longer the case. He knew it couldn’t be. How could he kill the one who had created a snowfield in the middle of the desert to house the imperial army?
‘Coming to the Great Demonic Realm was a mistake from the start.’
Of course, as a knight, he had no choice. The noble he served had sent him off to the Great Demonic Realm to save his own skin, leaving Regin to face the unknown terror of the Arch Demon.
In truth, Regin doubted the usefulness of the imperial army itself.
What good was giving fine equipment to common soldiers? They struggled even against a single chaotic creature. Additionally, many had died meaninglessly, exposed to the power of the black sun up close.
‘A small elite force would have been better…’
Regin was starting to question the emperor’s judgment as he estimated the drastically reduced numbers of the imperial army.
“What?”
The agitated voice of Arkadnil echoed throughout the snowfield.
While Arkadnil’s voice was quickly drowned out by the noise of tens of thousands of people, it was enough to catch the attention of the keenly perceptive senior knight, Regin.
“What is it about the Cradle of the Void…?”
“Could you not see this coming? Thinking that the absence of those chaos minions in the second layer was a coincidence is too naive.”
“You’re a mage. You must understand how different the monster you saw in the Cradle of the Void is from the creatures outside!”
“So what? Does it change what we have to do? Ultimately, we need to go to the Cradle of the Void to deal a fundamental blow to that ‘black sun’. Even if the opponent is the fully descended Scion of the Arch Demon, our task remains the same.”
The Scion of the Arch Demon?
The mysterious mage woman, who introduced herself as Ludmilla, engaged in a conversation with Arkadnil that Regin secretly eavesdropped on, his expression hardening.
Ludmilla, in a tone that seemed to mock the harsh reality, continued speaking, seemingly unfazed by Regin’s reaction.
“Opening the path to the Cradle of the Void will be just the beginning. The Arch Demon, who cannot yet harm us directly, will do everything to defend the Cradle of the Void. That’s when the real war will begin. Not only will we face the minions of the Monarchs of Hell, but also waves of chaos minions. And we need to open a ‘path’ we don’t even know how to open?”
Impossible.
Even if it were possible—during the process of handling so many monsters and opening the path, the key forces, including the apostles of the gods, would be exhausted.
“That’s what the army is for. To support so that a small elite force can drive a sword into the heart of the Arch Demon. The imperial legions will assist.”
“Do you think stopping one Arch Demon will be the end of it?”
“What do you mean, mage?”
“Nothing. If you don’t know, that’s fine. It doesn’t change what we have to do. By the way, where is he? Seeing the forces from the Pantheon here means things must have been resolved on that end, right?”
“He?”
“Gordi Khan. The Dragon Marquis of the Empire.”
Hearing the mention of the Dragon Marquis, Regin found himself momentarily forgetting the gravity of the situation and listening intently.
This was because he had witnessed the awe-inspiring display of power by the barbarian warriors earlier.
‘The army of those brutes was also dispatched by the Dragon Marquis. Moreover… the most famous and strongest barbarian on the continent must be the Dragon Marquis himself. If the Dragon Marquis is helping, it would be an incredible boost—’
However.
The hopeful vision unfolding in Regin’s mind was shattered by Aries’ cold, emotionless words.
“Khan will not be coming.”
“He’s not coming?”
“He said he had something he had to deal with personally.”
Grit.
Aries clenched her teeth, recalling the conversation she had with Khan just before parting in the heavens.
‘In case you don’t see me after all this is over, don’t bother looking for me or seeking revenge.’
‘Whether I succeed or fail, revenge will be impossible.’
‘Understood, little one?’
***
“The air feels different.”
『Isn’t it just your imagination?』
Khan responded to the grumbling voice with a bitter smile, slowly raising his gaze. The sky, both familiar and strange, greeted him.
Hoarfrost Gorge.
The homeland of his physical body and the place where, in ancient times, Karyan had to seal a void monster by sacrificing his mortal freedom.
-The reason Khan had returned to Hoarfrost Gorge was simple.
Vroom—
『It’s inside there. Karyan, beyond his sanctuary, the God of Death resides.』
The Unyielding, gripped in his left hand, vibrated slightly. Having given all her power to Aries and Elena, the Goddess of Justice, now residing within the weapon like a lingering spirit, spoke again.
『Be careful. Not only light and magic, but… the Warrior God, the master of that sanctuary, was formidable even in his mortal days.』
“I know.”
That annoying fellow was exceptionally strong. Khan couldn’t help but laugh bitterly.
The powers of the Goddess of Justice wouldn’t suddenly malfunction. This left only questions. Why on earth had Karyan invited the God of Death, the God of Light, and the Sorceress who became the God of Magic into his sanctuary?
『With three of the highest gods, including the God of Magic, the Warrior God might have begrudgingly accepted them into his sanctuary.』
The Goddess of Justice added, trying to be helpful, but Khan knew better. Karyan wasn’t the type to be intimidated by threats.
‘Could it be that from the beginning, he and the Sorceress…’
It’s a pointless thought.
The ancient connection between Karyan and the Sorceress, the void monster sealed within the sanctuary, and the Sorceress’s intent to recreate the world….
Khan crushed these tangled thoughts in his mind and started walking towards the sanctuary entrance. If Karyan had indeed accepted the God of Magic out of necessity, Khan would mock him for a while and then help him.
But if—if Karyan had sided with the Sorceress’s ideology from the beginning….
‘Then my long-held wish to smash that smug face will finally come true.’
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The sanctuary’s doors were wide open, inviting anyone to enter.
‘Come in, it says.’
Khan smiled coldly. Light, death, and magic.
Whatever the three highest gods were plotting inside that sanctuary, leaving the main gate open like that showed immense confidence.
‘Of course, you would be like that.’
Clomp- clomp-
Even as a mortal, he had driven the Scion of the Arch Demon, Esperus, to the brink of annihilation and chased him away. He would not doubt his own victory for a moment.
Khan placed his hand on the sanctuary’s door. As if it had been waiting, he was sucked inside, but he did not panic in the slightest.
Now, not even the impact of crossing dimensions could harm his senses. It wasn’t just a matter of becoming accustomed to it. His nearly perfect body could withstand the pressure of the dimensions.
“Impeccable. Honestly… it’s astonishing.”
“How about you wipe that grin off your face and speak plainly?”
“Is it that obvious?”
Khan said nothing, merely staring at Karyan. The aristocratic man with dark hair met his gaze with slightly curved eyes.
“Understand this. Among my descendants, there hasn’t been anyone who even reached my feet. Your father… no, your physical progenitor, Gordi, was the best among them. Yet even he couldn’t reach it. But you are different.”
Karyan’s ashen eyes gleamed. Khan didn’t need to read his eyes to understand the meaning of that light. A hint of surprise, deep interest, and a burning competitive spirit.
Because of that.
“Do you find this situation amusing?”
Khan’s mouth twisted as he spat out the words. It was only natural.
“You can’t be unaware of the chaos outside….”
“Of course, I know. How could I not? The one who summoned that is right behind here.”
“The Sorceress.”
“Yes. Although, I’m not entirely sure calling him a Sorceress is accurate.”
It was an enigmatic statement. But Khan didn’t bother to nitpick or ask what he meant. It wasn’t immediately important to him.
“So. Are you going to stop it?”
Gray threads naturally unraveled from his body, spreading out. It wasn’t just to prepare against Karyan’s power. The moment Karyan showed any sign, all the threads would transform into gray lightning and strike him down.
“Don’t be so hasty. Everyone has their circumstances, right? The one holed up inside, you, even me.”
I see.
Karyan turned his gaze back with a peculiar expression.
“First… I’ll give you a choice. One, you quietly leave. I’d prefer this option… but I doubt you’d take it.”
Khan nodded, knowing he wouldn’t leave. Karyan smiled knowingly, turning back with a grin.
“The next option is to take a test.”
“A test? What kind of nonsense is that…?”
“Didn’t I tell you? Everyone has their roles. You’ve probably guessed there was some sort of arrangement between me and the Sorceress, right? She got her clues from me. That was part of the Sorceress’s plan, and my blocking your path now is an extension of that.”
Part of the Sorceress’s plan?
It sounded as if Karyan blocking the way was all part of the Sorceress’s scheme. But that didn’t make sense. The time when the Sorceress made an agreement with Karyan was long, long ago.
“I can see what you’re thinking. It’s not some omnipotent foresight. It’s just that there’s a condition that anyone from the outside must pass the ‘proof’ to enter the sealed area.”
“…Don’t tell me!”
“Yes, exactly that.”
Khan’s face twitched slightly. The proof Karyan mentioned was something every warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge knew.
“The Proof of Valor…!”
“Didn’t you know? There are cases where holy power becomes exceptionally strong under ‘certain conditions’. In my case, the seal of the divine realm itself is my power. Though it doesn’t quite match the title of the Warrior God.”
Karyan’s words were similar to what the Knight God had told E-Urel.
Holy Lance Reletalrasa.
The divine artifact Reletalrasa of the Knight God shows its true power in the hands of someone with a noble spirit of sacrifice. That was the condition Karyan spoke of, and his own condition was….
“No one who has not proven themselves can invade my divine realm. That’s the condition I’ve set as the Warrior God. In other words, you need to pass the proof to get your entry ticket.”
“Did the Sorceress pass that proof too?”
“Who knows? What do you think?”
Khan remained silent. In ancient times, Karyan and the Sorceress fought during their first encounter, and the battle was inconclusive.
In the present day, the Sorceress, now known as the Apostle of Truth, had secretly maneuvered to become the God of Magic, wielding the laws of the world. Now, Karyan, despite his divine status, was bound by the laws.
If the two had fought, neither would remain unscathed.
“So, he was beyond needing such proof?”
“Well… understanding it that way makes it easier. All I’m asking is for you to prove that you’re a warrior.”
Prove that you’re a warrior. It was a vague statement, but Khan had already undergone one such test before. This wasn’t just about proving the extent of one’s physical prowess.
“Then, there’s no need for further discussion. I’ll just take that damn test again.”
“Ha…! I like your spirit. But, you should be aware.”
Boom!!
“This test won’t be as easy as the last one.”
The air trembled.
‘No, it’s not just the air…!’
The entire sanctuary was shaking. The dimension itself couldn’t withstand the aura Karyan was emitting!
Shock and action happened simultaneously.
Boom─ Crack!!
The gray threads spreading from Khan’s body transformed into lightning. His vision blurred, and the world distorted and started to tear apart. It was an acceleration beyond the comprehension of his senses.
It wasn’t too much. Against Karyan, even an uncontrollable acceleration of the domain had to be invoked!
“Oh. Your speed is impressive!”
Clang…!
The sound was unbelievable for a collision between a bare fist and the Dragon Slayer’s sword. But the real impact came immediately after.
Boom──!
The red aura bursting from Karyan’s fist shattered the gray lightning. As Karyan opened his fist, a red vortex transformed into lightning, sweeping over Khan.
“Gah…!”
Even strength that had brought high gods to their knees was useless. The force behind Karyan’s blow was enough to crush entire mountain ranges.
Boom! Bang!
Every swing of Khan’s sword and axe to dispel the aura carved deep furrows beneath his feet. The sanctuary was collapsing under the impact of their clash.
‘Dodging is….’
Impossible.
Even though the red aura had left Karyan’s grasp, it moved as if it were alive. Before Khan could even think of evading, the red aura unleashed an unimaginable pressure.
It was as if his intentions were being read before he even moved….
Karyan’s eyes!
“Damn it!”
“You have it too, don’t you?”
Right. He had been using it from the start. But reacting and fighting against someone who could track his every move with Karyan’s eyes was impossible. Perhaps he would never be able to reach him….
‘Is that really the case?’
A sudden doubt crossed his mind.
If Karyan could truly read his moves and respond perfectly, the fight would have been decided at their first clash. Yet, Karyan had deliberately met his fist with Khan’s sword and chosen to explode his power and create distance.
Given Karyan’s usual temperament, he would prefer a straightforward brawl!
Crackle!
The moment Khan vanished from his spot, sparks of red vortex and gray embers erupted from where Karyan had been standing.
Boom─!!
In the clash of energies, it was clear that Khan held the upper hand.
The red vortex shattered into fragments, and amidst the scattering debris, Khan, bloodied but grinning fiercely, emerged victorious.
“You’re struggling too, huh…!”
Crash!
Karyan dodged the wide arc of the Unyielding Axe’s blade, his body moving swiftly. It took less than a blink for him to retreat dozens of steps. Even so, it wasn’t enough. Karyan’s pupils dilated.
Whoosh! Bang-!
‘A throw?!’
He realized it too late. The axe was already upon him. Instinctively, Karyan thrust his fist forward. The incoming axe couldn’t withstand his power, splitting apart and embedding into the ground.
Thud…!
A hole was punched into the sanctuary’s floor. Blood that Karyan couldn’t swallow seeped from between his lips. The sanctuary was integrated with his very being. It wasn’t fatal, though.
The real danger lay elsewhere.
‘Impressive─’
His admiration was fleeting. A blade, descending like lightning, struck Karyan’s collarbone. Crack!! Astonishingly, the sound was akin to rock being chipped away.
Karyan’s body wasn’t cut. Instead, the ground beneath him cracked and split like parched earth. Karyan, his hand positioned like a beast’s claw, tore at Khan’s upper body.
Slash!
Blood sprayed. Khan’s already mutilated body was pierced by the red aura, deepening the grievous wounds. Anyone could see it was a mortal wound. But—
Both men stepped forward simultaneously.
Thud─!!
Like the steps of giants shaking the earth, the sanctuary trembled at their advance. With blood at the corners of his mouth, Karyan laughed.
“Yes. If you stop there, you’re no warrior-!”
What is a warrior?
“A warrior is one who fights and conquers─!”
Boom!
Karyan’s fist slammed into Khan’s side. The force alone ruptured his organs, creating a deep gouge that nearly brought his front and back together.
Slash─!
A deafening sound, as if felling an ancient tree, erupted. It was the noise of the Dragon Slayer scraping Karyan’s neck, leaving a wound deep enough to expose his spine. Karyan roared with laughter.
“What is valor!”
Rumble…!
Thunder erupted from Khan’s tightly clenched fist. Yet, the gray lightning did not manifest externally.
It hadn’t disappeared. The lightning compressed to its limit within his body was roaring silently.
At that moment.
Karyan’s eyes began to blaze white-hot. In that instant, Khan knew. This was the moment Karyan’s true power would be revealed!
“Valor means that if you have something to conquer, you must be willing to sacrifice your very life for it─!”
Suddenly, Karyan appeared gigantic in Khan’s vision, like a titan from mythology. It was no illusion. It was the expansion of his conscious realm. The consciousness that had been confined within Karyan’s body was now one with the sanctuary.
Karyan had used himself as a vessel to seal the void monster, and to suppress the effects of its corruption, he had to strengthen the sanctuary. To achieve this, he had fused himself entirely with the sanctuary.
Therefore.
From the beginning, the sanctuary was Karyan himself.
『Prove yourself─!』
Khan realized. What he had to endure was not merely Karyan’s punches or kicks. The very dimension he stood upon. The entire sanctuary was his enemy.
Rumble!
The ground he was standing on vanished. His body, about to plummet into the void, was held aloft by a wind spirit.
Finally, the true form of the sanctuary, or rather Karyan’s true body, was revealed.
An entity of such overwhelming scale that it couldn’t be contained by the term highest divinity. A being that seemed to defy the laws of the world from birth.
That was Karyan.
Karyan’s true form, shaped as he achieved divinity, was colossal. One might even doubt if the giant kings of old were this enormous. His size was so immense that it was hard to comprehend with human eyes, barely able to observe his ankle.
A crimson giant of such magnitude that even observing a part of his body was challenging. Such an excessively large vessel had formed into this shape as it became divine.
Khan first felt a sense of vastness. The consciousness that even the primordial dragon spirit could barely fathom, and the immense body that seemed impossible to destroy.
But he did not despair.
He had known from the start.
That it would never be easy.
With a fierce smile, Khan retrieved the Unyielding Axe and shouted.
“Alright, it wouldn’t be satisfying without a second phase─!”
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Karyan himself was the sanctuary.
Khan felt it all too clearly. Everything in the world around him was baring its fangs at him. The air he needed to breathe, the ground he had to stand on, even the very concept of time and space seemed completely different from a moment ago.
And above all….
‘This is insane.’
Karyan.
The power his true form held was the most shocking of all. Not even the highest divinity, the God of Death, possessed as much power as Karyan. The Scion of the Arch Demon, Esperus, was the same, and probably even the ancient dragon, Akardnil, was no exception.
‘Is the Sorceress stronger than Karyan in that state? Is that why they sent him in with a sealing formation?’
No, he still didn’t know that. As Karyan had said, and as he had personally experienced in the past, this trial was not about proving his martial prowess.
Therefore.
‘Destroy.’
That was the only thought he had.
Tock-
He sprang off the platform created by the wind spirit. There was no need to explode the ground beneath his feet as he had before. His body, almost perfected, had been raised to a level sufficient to handle it.
And the ash-gray power.
The ash-gray power spread throughout his body was ultimately Khan’s consciousness. Even without intention, the coordination of his entire body happened naturally.
At that moment, when his form, launched like a cannonball, rose to Karyan’s ankle height.
Suddenly—
Boom…!
A red giant’s fist appeared above his head without any warning. It was like a massive meteor suddenly emerging in the sky.
‘Even the distance is at his command…!’
It wasn’t a matter of speed; the fist appeared above his head as if it had leaped through space. It was a scale and speed of spatial movement incomparable to when Augrabes used spatial devouring to launch his sword in hell.
“Hhhrrngh─!”
There wasn’t enough time to react. There wasn’t enough time to think and respond. His arm, holding the sword, moved in a half-circle before his mind could even process it.
The moment the trajectory of the magic sword intersected with the giant’s fingertip, Khan’s vision distorted and warped. It was proof that the space, unable to withstand the pressure, was being pushed away.
Bang.
Crack──!!
It felt as if he were deflecting a meteor that had fallen from the sky – the weight was terrifying. If it had been Khan before his body was perfected, he would not have been able to withstand the pressure and his head would have been crushed entirely.
“Ugh. Guh…!”
He pushed up with his other arm, supporting the blade with both hands. The pressure was so intense that his eyeballs felt like they would pop out.
He closed his eyes.
Ordinary vision was meaningless anyway. This wasn’t a matter of seeing and judging. There was a gap so vast that he had to fight by instinct rather than thought.
『Is this all? Then, you will accomplish nothing.』
“Shut, up─!”
In that moment, black mana erupted from Khan’s entire body, gathering at his fingertips and exploding.
Bam──!!
It was the pure black mana passed on by the Scion of the Arch Demon, Esperus. Even so, it was impossible to push back Karyan’s fist. It merely paused its advance for a moment.
‘That’s enough.’
Khan waited for that brief gap. With one hand now free, Khan gathered the ashen threads into a single point.
Fzzzzt-!
Karyan’s eyes widened at the sight. That sphere of lightning was quite a threat even to Karyan, who had revealed his true form.
‘Yes, delve deeper.’
Is a warrior merely one who desires victory and conquers his enemy?
No, that’s not it.
Rumble──!!
Karyan, blocking the sphere of lightning with his palm, drew upon his holy power.
It was coming.
Transcending the sixth sense, Karyan’s Eyes, which pierced even the laws of the world, began to sound a sharp warning. And as if to prove that warning was not wrong, the sphere of lightning in his grasp exploded.
Boom.
Crackling──!!
Ash-gray lightning tore through the giant’s grip and spread in all directions. Although not at the speed of real light, it was at a comparable velocity.
The lightning, reaching the sanctuary’s edge in an instant, struck the wall.
Rumble…!
Karyan laughed, spitting blood in the horrific pain that shook his very divinity.
Hahaha─!
Karyan’s holy power far surpassed even the highest gods. His sanctuary was so absolute that no divinity could destroy it. And yet, the sanctuary was being destroyed.
The part of the sanctuary that touched the lightning vanished without a trace, reducing its size and diminishing Karyan’s divinity. Of course, to Karyan, it was merely a scratch-
『Bring out more─!』
He saw the possibility. Despite his divinity being chipped away, Karyan intended to use his body as a hammer to further temper Khan, making him stronger and sharper!
He unleashed the holy power he had already summoned. As a red giant, Karyan could unleash any form of attack he conceived in his mind with just a thought.
Of the countless ideas that came to him, Karyan chose the most suitable one.
『I will return it in kind.』
Karyan’s index finger turned into red lightning. Simply put, it was an extraordinary phenomenon, but with Karyan’s true form surpassing even a giant’s, it was something more.
Rumble…….
The red lightning spear, forged from the giant’s finger, filled the sky. To Khan, who was but a tiny dot, it felt as if the entire sky had turned red.
Divine Punishment.
As the name suggested, the bolt of judgment from the sanctuary’s master struck Khan in an instant.
Boom──!!
A mere human could only be consumed instantly by the relentless barrage of lightning. The red lightning rained down on Khan continuously, each bolt imbued with Karyan’s holy power.
Within that storm.
A flash of a sword appeared.
Crack.
At first, it was just a small crack. Even at this moment, in the waterfall of falling lightning, it was merely a slight flaw.
Crack….
However, the successive flashes of the sword light widened the crack even further.
Crack!
As dozens, then hundreds of overlapping sword lights drew along the widening crack, it expanded until it was large enough to fit a person.
Snap!
A sound like something breaking echoed throughout the sanctuary. Karyan, with his unique insight, instantly grasped the nature of the phenomenon.
A hole had been made in the dimension.
By focusing an unimaginable amount of pressure on a single point, it twisted and distorted space, eventually punching a huge hole right in the middle of the sanctuary.
This was more absurd than simply destroying the sanctuary.
Striking a fixed-formed sanctuary and breaking it would be easier. However, purely with physical force, interfering with the dimension itself was a monstrous act beyond human skill.
Rumble….
The hole that had formed absorbed all the lightning bolts that had been pouring down on Khan. Judging further attacks to be a waste of holy power, Karyan began to retract the lightning.
At that moment—
Flash—
Khan’s eyes gleamed from under the red waterfall. Like a predator waiting to tear into its prey’s throat at the right moment. Karyan accepted the chilling premonition with delight and raised his hand from which one finger had vanished.
‘Grow, grow even more.’
He could see it. The ash-gray power surrounding Khan was becoming increasingly solid and beginning to take on a specific direction.
Even with Karyan’s wisdom, he couldn’t comprehend the ash-gray power. It was something bizarre and astounding that pushed away the laws of the world and directly struck at the divine, annihilating it.
Thus, Karyan couldn’t teach anything about ‘that’. He couldn’t even fathom its potential. But what was certain was that he was the only one who could help realize that potential.
‘Just look at the God of Death. That gloomy fellow was shattered.’
In its current ashen state, it was nearly impossible to kill Karyan. Not because of a mere qualitative difference in divinity. Another force that constituted part of Karyan.
‘Chaos.’
His divinity was tainted. Even a transcendent being couldn’t survive once engulfed by chaos. Like the Blood King, who was once half of Esperus, losing his mind and becoming a rampaging monster. But Karyan was different.
He was one of the only two beings who had ascended to godhood by controlling chaos. The red giant seemed to have paint splattered over him, mixing all sorts of colors. Khan, watching the spectacle ‘through Karyan’s eyes’, fired another sphere of lightning.
‘That won’t be enough.’
Karyan didn’t even bother to defend. It was unnecessary. Khan’s ash-gray power was still too immature to penetrate the chaos controlled by Karyan.
Boom──!!
The outcome was as Karyan had foreseen. Even though the blow was strong enough to obliterate part of the sanctuary, Karyan didn’t flinch. Instead, he leisurely prepared for the next strike.
***
『If you get hit, you’ll die.』
Chaos was overlaid onto the giant sword forged from holy power. Khan tried to predict the next attack using ‘Karyan’s Eye’ to its limit, but he couldn’t see anything, as if a thick fog had set in.
‘Chaos…!’
It was because of chaos. Chaos didn’t just enhance Karyan’s power; it also made it impossible to read his intentions. For a moment, Khan’s face twisted in frustration.
‘Since when?’
‘Karyan’s Eye’ was exceedingly convenient. Merely by looking, he could predict his opponent’s next move and further control the flow of battle.
‘Karyan’s Eye’ had played a significant role in allowing Khan to survive and triumph over monsters much stronger than himself.
But since when had he started feeling so helpless without ‘Karyan’s Eye’?
Originally, ‘Karyan’s Eye’ wasn’t a talent he possessed. It was merely something obtained through the game system’s assistance. Before that, Khan had relied on his own senses and experiences to defeat many formidable foes.
The problem was, the convenience of ‘Karyan’s Eye’ had led him to abandon his inherent strength.
Crunch.
‘This is wrong.’
Khan clenched his jaw so hard his teeth felt like they would break, then he roared. A battle cry, a kind of ritual that every barbarian used to boost their fighting spirit.
Khan’s roar echoed throughout the sanctuary as he fiercely opened his eyes. He heightened not only ‘Karyan’s Eye’ but also his natural senses. Moreover, he discarded the complacency of thinking this was just a test.
‘There is no next time. If I fail, it’s all over.’
He abandoned the mindset of just passing the test and solidified his determination to crush Karyan.
To achieve that?
‘I have to strike the core of his divinity. But finding that core in that huge body takes time. And do I even have a way to break through that chaos?’
‘The barrier that the ash-gray power-gray lightning couldn’t penetrate. Collapsing the dimension with physical force? To cause a collapse that would sweep away that enormous body would take too much time. I’d be defeated before that.’
‘Then, do I have anything else at my disposal? Something that could break through this situation… an as-yet-undeveloped potential?’
He didn’t know.
Even if it existed, if he didn’t realize it, it wouldn’t be the answer. That thought strangely brought him peace of mind.
‘In that case, I just have to do what I do best.’
***
『Haha…! Finally, a face that I like!』
Karyan laughed in satisfaction. The once aimless flow of consciousness was now following a single, straight path.
『Yes. Discard unnecessary thoughts in a fight!』
He gripped the giant sword. Following Karyan’s will, the sanctuary sought to lock Khan’s position in place.
The space surrounding Khan compressed, and the ‘constraints’ that covered the entire Hoarfrost Gorge intensified a thousandfold, pressing down on Khan.
『Crush the enemy! That is the only action a warrior should take!』
Boom! Bang──!!
Khan swung his axe at the ‘constraints’ surrounding him and took a rough step forward. His movements were reckless, solely aimed at drawing out the extreme capabilities of his body, completely disregarding efficiency.
Even that step made the sanctuary’s floor ripple like a wave. The next moment, Khan shot up towards the sky like a cannonball, soaring straight towards the giant sword.
Rumble…!
Leaving a faint trail of lightning in his wake, Khan’s form appeared directly beneath the giant sword in an instant. Karyan laughed at the brute simplicity of it and swung his sword.
──────.
There was no sound of collision.
In front of the giant sword covered in chaos, Khan’s ash-gray power was mercilessly shattered. As Karyan momentarily removed the floor, Khan plummeted endlessly downward, then flipped his body.
‘Destroy…!’
As if connected in thought, he kicked off the wind spirit’s platform and leaped up again. He soared past the giant’s ankle, rising to the knee level.
Crash─!!
Khan collided with an invisible wall and immediately launched a sword strike.
The ash-gray power, blocked by chaos, reacted violently, like sparks flying from flint. But once again, Khan was driven into the ground.
『Is this all─! It can’t be─!』
Karyan’s tone was as if urging Khan to bring out something hidden, prompting him to glare fiercely.
‘What more is there to bring out?’
He didn’t know. So he just charged. Again and again. He collided with Karyan’s giant sword and was constantly driven into the ground.
Even so, Khan’s ash-gray power grew denser. The force behind each strike became incomparable to before, and the dimensional collapse through physical force grew even more substantial.
But – it wasn’t enough.
‘Why?’
『At this rate, you will only be defeated─! Bring it out─!』
***
He had lost count of how many times he had been slammed into the ground. His limbs had been severed more than hundreds of times, and over half of his body had been obliterated dozens of times.
While flipping his body in the air, Khan tried to leap using the wind spirit’s power but faltered. The wind spirit’s power was exhausted. Seeing the small fairy form it had reverted to fade, Khan lifted his head.
Karyan was still standing strong. Since Karyan had unleashed chaos, Khan hadn’t been able to land a significant blow, so this outcome was expected.
Was it really possible? To surpass this monstrous Karyan and even stop the Sorceress who had become the God of Magic?
As such doubts began to grow, a voice rang out.
『You fool. Are you going to keep ignoring it until the end?』
Ignoring what?
Khan muttered inwardly, and the answer came back.
『The chaos within you. Why don’t you use it?』
Because if I can’t control it, it will consume me. If I do control it, I’ll become a God and be bound by the laws, just like you.
『So what? Are you just going to keep getting beaten until you die without accomplishing anything?』
Khan shook his head. That couldn’t happen.
‘I have a purpose… to return to Earth.’
No, that’s not right. A chubby middle-aged man, rotting away in an office, was dragged into a fantasy world and forced into the role of a hero, which didn’t suit him.
The God-like being who threw a fit, asking him to deal with the rampaging administrator. The ones who claimed they would change the world and went on a rampage, threatening to destroy everything.
All these could be reasons but not purposes. He hadn’t particularly grown attached to this damn medieval fantasy world. Honestly… even though he had formed some bonds he could call comrades, would he risk his life to save them?
If asked, he’d hesitate to answer immediately. The reason he came here, ready to face death alone, was simply because he wanted to. It wasn’t some grand purpose of saving the world.
‘I’m just doing what I can.’
Even on Earth, he was that kind of person. He did what he could. He didn’t do what he couldn’t. He just handled things within his reach and ignored the rest.
‘And this is within the range of what I can do.’
Ignoring the now faint senses of his body, Khan delved deeper into what he had been avoiding all this time.
Chaos.
It had been there, within him, for who knows how long. He might never be able to turn back. Even if he could immediately destroy Karyan by becoming a God, he could end up as a puppet of the Sorceress, bound by laws.
But….
‘You never know until you try.’
With a clear mind, as he reached for the chaos within, a mysterious voice echoed from behind Karyan, resonating in Khan’s ears.
『You foolish one.』
Khan, somehow recognizing the voice, smirked and grasped the chaos fully.
TL’s Corner:
The fight of Khan and the Gigantified Karyan is like the fight of Asura against Vajra Wyzen in Asura’s Wrath.
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When he grasped the chaos. Unlike before, there were no memories of Earth, no loss of reason leading to a berserk state. Instead, his senses became sharper than ever before. No, they expanded beyond that.
Not only could he see Karyan’s true form, once obscured by chaos like dark clouds, but he also perceived the boundaries of the sanctuary surrounding him.
And even beyond that—
『Stop.』
Their gazes met. Outside the sanctuary, a being standing on the void monster that Karyan had sealed projected a spiritual voice along with the gaze.
『Stop.』
The voice, transcending even dimensions, was that of a woman all too familiar to Khan. It was dry, devoid of any vitality, starkly different from the voice that once brimmed with lofty pride and liveliness. It was the voice of the Sorceress Mortalia.
『Stop. It’s not too late to turn back.』
‘The God of Magic.’
She was practically a separate entity from the Sorceress who had become an apostle of the void.
Having become something beyond the confines of space and time, the Sorceress used this to contact a ‘version’ of herself from a specific cycle and severed the repetition of the world.
The administrator of the world—its laws—imposed two punishments for her actions. Firstly, the ancient era, filled with perilous variables like Karyan and the Sorceress, was brought to an end. The civilization that emerged anew became the present empire.
And… punishment was also inflicted on the Sorceress who had broken the world’s cycle.
The exact nature of the punishment was unknown. What was clear was that she led a faction, the successor of the Council of Truth she once belonged to, under the name ‘Apostle of Truth’ in this era.
‘How was it in the game?’
In the Midland Quest, the Apostle of Truth is the leader of the main villain faction but could also give beneficial quests to the player under certain conditions.
Sometimes, even as her subordinates were sacrificed, the Apostle of Truth herself would never appear. But in the current world, she was clearly taking a different path. Naturally, this was a change caused by his own actions as a possessor….
‘At this point, I’m really curious about her true objective.’
He had come this far to stop the God of Magic. Yet, her actions still left many questions. The question of whether she was truly moving according to the will of the laws.
As if seeking an answer to that question, he locked eyes with the God of Magic, but she soon averted her gaze. It felt as though she was telling him to confirm it himself.
Left seemingly alone again, Khan slowly surveyed his conscious domain. The chaos that had been lying dormant did not try to consume his mind as it did before. Rather, it clung to him as if it had been waiting for this moment from the beginning.
‘I see….’
For the first time, facing the chaos within directly, he realized.
‘I’ve been doing something foolish.’
Karyan had said. Khan came from beyond the void. The apostle of the void, Mortalia, had also said the same. She had claimed that it was she who summoned him from beyond the void.
And Alpha, whom Khan encountered in the demonic realm of the Argon Kingdom, had sent a psychic wave of sorts, suggesting a sense of kinship to Khan. All the clues pointed to one thing.
‘From the beginning, this chaos was mine.’
It wasn’t something the barbarian Gordi Khan from Hoarfrost Gorge possessed; it was something he held as a possessor. Moreover, the term ‘chaos’ itself was a misnomer.
Void and chaos—people saw these two concepts as separate. In reality, they were not. If the void was the universe that contained the world of Midland, chaos was the origin of the world.
It made sense that Karyan’s chaos negated Khan’s ash-gray power from the moment it was unleashed. Compared to the vast concept of the world, human will was as insignificant as dust.
But now, things were different.
‘Chaos is merging with the ash-gray power.’
The two forces, once divided like water and oil, had become one. However, neither dominated the other. The ash-gray power Khan possessed coexisted and merged with the chaos. Realizing this, Khan recognized another fact.
‘It’s certain. I’ve become a God.’
He had moved from an ambiguous state, teetering on the edge, to fully ascending to godhood. As evidence, the divine name that surfaced in his mind brought a bitter smile to his lips.
He had never imagined receiving such a divine name. He was unsure how divine names were even bestowed. Even looking at Karyan, wasn’t he more suited to a divine name like the God of Ruffians than the Warrior God?
“Isn’t that right?”
“I don’t know what you’re implying, but I can tell it’s a highly disrespectful question. You insolent descendant.”
Karyan, who had been quietly observing, responded bluntly to Khan’s words, now accustomed to his divine senses.
“Can’t read my thoughts anymore, can you?”
“I never could read them well because of that damned chaos. Though I could roughly infer them…”
Not anymore. Karyan’s voice lacked the spiritual resonance characteristic of divinity. It wasn’t because he had withdrawn his power. It was because Khan’s status had risen to be on the same level as his.
“Your previous form wasn’t too bad. At least you didn’t look too unpleasant.”
“You brat.”
“Just kidding.”
Karyan had long since reverted from his red giant form to his usual self. The image of the red giant still lingered like a backdrop, but it was just that—a background.
The sanctuary had returned to its original temple form, and Karyan, seemingly no longer intent on fighting, slowly walked up to Khan.
“Consider the trial passed. At the very least, you’ve reached an equal standing. You won’t die a meaningless death.”
“Is it that strong?”
“Well…”
Karyan trailed off. The mere sight of Karyan, usually so armed with near-mad narcissism, hesitating to answer was a sufficient response.
“At the very least, if you can’t control chaos, you wouldn’t stand a chance. That’s also why I didn’t send you out.”
“Because I wouldn’t have stood a chance anyway? Then, what if I hadn’t been able to control chaos to the end?”
“We’d all be dead, and that would be it.”
He said it like that, but Khan felt he understood Karyan’s true intention.
‘He would have stepped in himself.’
Without even ascending to divinity, the actions of a man who had wielded supreme power within the world and sealed a void monster by imprisoning himself in the sanctuary spoke volumes.
“Is the Sorceress the only problem? Not at all. It looks like the God of Death was crushed by your hand, but the God of Light is just as tricky. At least in terms of being hard to kill… you could say they’re the pinnacle.”
“Even for our great Warrior God, is it impossible?”
“Who said it was impossible? It’s just a hassle. But… before dealing with the biggest issue, the God of Magic, we need to handle the external problem as well.”
“The external problem?”
Khan expanded his senses at Karyan’s words. Beyond the sanctuary—beyond Hoarfrost Gorge, past Northland, and all the way to the eastern continent where the Great Demonic Realm was located.
For the first time, his senses picked up on something. It was a land so saturated with chaos that his advancing perception hesitated.
‘That’s the Great Demonic Realm.’
In the game, he had seen the Great Demonic Realm hundreds of times. But seeing it in reality for the first time was a different experience. The sight of the Great Demonic Realm was nauseatingly horrific.
An immeasurable amount of death prevailed, and void monsters with no clear purpose roamed everywhere. The ground was stained with human flesh, blood, and chaos, losing its original color and becoming murky.
In the sky, lost souls screamed, and some force above sucked them in.
‘That is….’
It was like a black hole had opened in the sky. Souls being drawn into it screamed in agony, likely because they had felt firsthand the terror of whatever lay within that hole in life.
『Submit to chaos.』
As he stared straight at the black hole, a voice from the entity beyond it echoed. It wasn’t a voice imbued with clear intent. It was just residual thoughts repeating the same words like a recording.
Despite that, a faint headache began. The black hole’s gravitational pull was tugging at Khan’s soul.
『Not a chance.』
A sardonic smile curled on Khan’s face as he fortified the mental barriers in his mind. Despite his words, the pull had been quite bothersome before he had ascended to godhood.
‘For an ordinary human… their soul would be ripped out alive.’
Without hesitation, Khan cast his consciousness into the black hole.
『Insolent.』
The Arch Demon, recognizing the presence of the audacious intruder, greeted Khan immediately.
『Another rebellious entity refusing to conform has appeared….』
Khan grinned as he took in the Arch Demon’s appearance. It was much like the creature he had seen in the game, a slime-covered monstrosity engulfed in brimstone. The only difference was the newly sprouted maw near what was presumed to be its head.
The demon was absorbing the souls it sucked in through that maw, feeding its body and bringing it closer to a fully realized form.
『You will be no different. Like the two insects who dared to attempt an ascension the heavens did not permit. You will conform to the laws.』
“You won’t be dealing with me, they will.”
Khan, raising his middle finger, snarled at the threatening creature before pulling his consciousness out of the black hole. His consciousness then delved deeper into the Great Demonic Realm. Finding the person he sought was not difficult.
They had been connected even before he fully ascended to godhood.
‘So this is how it feels. The connection between a God and an apostle….’
The spiritual connection extended beyond the walls of the dimension. This was how divine gods could project their power onto earthly apostles and believers.
Faith, as an emotion, was firmer and more resolute than anything else. Finally, following the spiritual connection, Khan reached his apostle and summoned his holy power.
“Maya.”
***
“… My lord?”
Maya shuddered and turned her head. Somehow, she thought she had heard Khan’s voice. It was impossible for her to hear Khan’s voice here, and yet, Maya couldn’t dismiss it as an illusion.
Unlike other divine apostles, she had never been able to directly hear the voice of her God, as she was merely a half-formed apostle. But she was undeniably Khan’s sole believer, his paladin, and his apostle.
‘My lord…’
Even now, Maya felt Khan’s gaze upon her. Yet, direct communication remained beyond her reach. This was likely because she was still an inexperienced apostle.
So then, what was she to do?
The answer came to Maya naturally. There was only one way for a God and an apostle to connect. Quietly, she closed her eyes and focused intensely on Khan’s presence. Instinctively, a divine name brushed through her mind.
‘God of Victory.’
That was the divine title bestowed upon Khan, who had newly ascended to godhood.
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Before the Imperial Army and Khan’s allied forces of various races entered the Cradle of the Void.
At the forefront, as the most elite members of Khan’s party and the Imperial Royal Guard, along with the Battle Mages, attempted to open the path to the Cradle of the Void.
The very front.
‘What is this aura…?’
Yoro was the first to sense something amiss.
Revived by Esperus’s will, he was a mortal, yet almost a demigod-like avatar. Essentially, he was a terminal sent beyond the dimension for Esperus to manipulate in times of need.
‘This is an entirely new holy power. But there’s a sense of familiarity…?!’
It was only natural that Yoro would be the first to react to the aura emanating from within Maya Eldred.
“Divine descent…?”
The guardian dragon Akardnil calmly deduced Maya’s state with the unique insight of an ancient dragon. However, Yoro was certain that Akardnil’s deduction was incorrect.
Unlike dragons like Akardnil, this was a means of divine intervention through an apostle, a terminal for the God’s consciousness.
“Hey, what’s happening all of a sudden?”
Natrix, also sensing the anomaly in Maya, attempted to intervene. She was stopped by the woman, white from head to toe—the Witch of Winter.
“There’s nothing to gain from interfering.”
Her words, spoken with the voice and appearance of a young woman but the mannerisms of an elder, carried a peculiar power.
The reason why witches instilled fear in people. The enchantment in her voice, even though spoken, was close to the divine utterances of a transcendent being.
“This isn’t just one entity focusing its gaze….”
“You, witch. Tell us what you perceive.”
Prodded by Akardnil, the Witch of Winter exhaled a white breath.
“Just now, a powerful entity’s consciousness descended into my domain. It means that the half-formed apostle is in contact with her God.”
She was the one maintaining the domain that protected the party from the Arch Demon’s power. Thus, she could faintly sense Khan’s consciousness, something even Akardnil could not detect.
Moreover, the transcendent beings beyond the veil of the Cradle were also starting to focus on this significant descent.
“Time seems to be tighter than I thought. Whether to be thankful or to rebuke that girl, I don’t know.”
The Witch of Winter muttered, clicking her tongue, as she prepared to withdraw the domain mimicking the sanctuary of a God.
In the meantime, the anomaly within Maya was reaching its climax.
The holy power that exploded within her surged outward, pushing back the surrounding chaos as if it were terrified. Even the mere fragments of this power were enough to drive away the chaos in the Great Demonic Realm. Observing this, the Sword Master’s eyes gleamed sharply.
“This… it seems an old man’s prowess is on the verge of being overshadowed. How can such power exist?”
It wasn’t something one would expect from a legendary swordsman who once carved the sky with a blade, but such words could only come from someone like Valken Lichstaffe.
How many years of rigorous training and hardship did it take for him to become a sword master, to earn the moniker of Sword Master?
Even now, his level had jumped several stages within the infernal environment of the Great Demonic Realm. Valken was someone who had reached the pinnacle of what a swordsman could achieve.
“Useless disciple, it seems your efforts might not be needed as much as I thought.”
“Go to hell.”
“Such insolent language….”
Despite laughing heartily at his disciple Leniyar’s cursing, the Sword Master internally sighed.
‘To think what I’ve achieved over a lifetime could be outdone by divine miracles. This is just…’
Was he jealous?
‘Not at all.’
The Sword Master knew.
Everyone had their own path, and that girl Maya had reached an equivalent level as a swordsman in her own way.
With Leniyar’s level of talent, perhaps. But in his eyes, Maya’s talent was enough to be a prodigy, but not a genius.
Yet, for her to reach the level of a swordsman at her age was proof of surviving countless unimaginable battles.
“She will be a great asset.”
“Regardless, I will be the one to cut down the Arch Demon.”
“If your swordsmanship surpasses mine, that’s possible.”
The two swordsmen, inspired by Maya’s newfound power, renewed their resolve.
But, naturally, not everyone felt the same.
『Why─! Why did you ascend to godhood!』
‘Lord Esperus. Please, calm down.’
『This is not a matter to be calm about. With the laws intervening more strongly, of all times…!』
Esperus.
Watching the situation unfold through Yoro from the Blood Domain, he let out a frustrated cry.
『With Karyan and now him bound by the laws, who will be left to oppose the laws!』
‘I do not believe Lord Khan ascended to godhood thoughtlessly. You must feel the same way, Lord Esperus.’
Esperus fell silent at Yoro’s calm words. It wasn’t that his anger had subsided. Yoro sensed that Esperus was contemplating whether to descend immediately.
‘More importantly, we must understand what blessing has been bestowed upon Lady Maya.’
Esperus agreed with those words.
Yoro, aiming to calm Esperus and check Maya’s condition, approached her.
But before Yoro could do anything, Maya’s eyes suddenly snapped open, as if in prayer.
Startled—
Had she noticed Yoro approaching? No, that wasn’t it. Yoro felt a strange sensation from Maya’s gaze that sent a chill down his spine.
‘Her eyes…?!’
『He’s watching me. Yoro, just like you and me. He’s using that apostle’s eyes to see me. Haha… This is interesting.』
Esperus, now calm, chuckled as if he had never been angry.
『He’s probably listening to my voice too. I don’t know how this is possible. So? Has my brother found the answer? Is becoming a God part of that?』
“My lord…”
Maya’s soft voice echoed, and a hush fell over the assembly.
The domain under the Witch of Winter’s influence seemed to be filled with Maya’s presence, causing each transcendent being to open their eyes wide in astonishment.
Maya, indifferent to this, answered Esperus’s question in a plain tone.
“He always strives for victory.”
『… I see! Victory, huh? I never imagined he’d embody such a concept…!』
Esperus laughed heartily.
As the scion of the Arch Demon deeply involved with the world’s laws, just hearing the clue about Khan’s divine name allowed Esperus to deduce that Khan had become the ‘God of Victory.’
The God of Victory? Though Karyan holds the concept of ‘warrior,’ the idea of victory being attached to a God seemed quite profound.
『Could it mean eternal victory? No, no. Even light and death are concepts that come close but never fully embody their essence.』
Esperus, caught in a peculiar feeling, continued to voice his thoughts. Eventually, he became certain of what Khan’s divine name, ‘Victory,’ signified.
It wasn’t about eternal victory.
『Haha…! I see. He indeed deserves to govern the concept of victory. No one suits it better than him.』
Maya ignored Esperus’s remarks. Her attitude, highly disrespectful towards a lord of the underworld, went uncriticized by Esperus.
This was because not only Esperus but others were also provoked by the presence they felt through Maya.
Boom!
“Witch!”
“I know!”
Akardnil’s sharp warning and the witch’s urgent voice sounded almost simultaneously.
Boom!
The domain the witch had established began to tremble.
The perpetual snowstorm ceased, and the snow that had accumulated everywhere melted away, revealing the desert of the Great Demonic Realm once more.
『You damnable wretch───!』
And once again, a deafening roar resounded as the witch’s domain shattered into pieces. Like shards of glass, the fragmented snowstorm was torn apart, revealing a presence that cast a shadow over the tens of thousands of Imperial soldiers.
“A whale…?”
“No, it’s a demon─! The Scion of the Arch Demon has appeared──!!”
Following the spreading chaos, death spread like wildfire.
The black sun hovering in the sky wasn’t collecting human souls.
『Dare you think you could defy Aecharis and survive──!』
The Scion of the Arch Demon, the World Devourer, Aecharis.
He boasted a massive body, capable of swallowing an entire imperial city whole. His sleek, whale-like form was dotted with numerous large and small maws, all gaping open to collect souls, and the largest maw at his snout spewed a voice filled with dreadful curses.
『Even if you have attained the stature of a transcendent, thinking you can contend with Aecharis is a grave miscalculation─!』
Every word, every syllable from Aecharis was a curse that devoured human souls. With minds weakened by the black sun, it was impossible to resist.
Aecharis’s eyes glowed red, having devoured thousands of deaths in one gulp.
──────!
It was a sound impossible for human ears to comprehend. However, all the transcendent beings on the Imperial side recognized its nature.
Aecharis had unleashed his authority from the start!
Rumble-!
Pits began to form all over the desert of the Great Demonic Realm, swallowing living humans whole. Knights, mages, even various races were helplessly dragged down by the pits’ suction.
Aecharis’s pits.
The worst power that had made demon worshippers in Midland so elusive was now wielded by its master.
Those sucked into the pits were immediately transported to Aecharis’s stomach, where they were quickly dissolved and turned into nourishment. With each soul devoured, Aecharis’s power surged exponentially.
『Stop-!』
Natrix’s dragonic words echoed, reinforced by Akardnil’s immense will as an ancient dragon.
Crrr…!
For a moment, the pits’ suction halted. Humans and other races who barely survived reached out with desperate hands. But there was no salvation for them.
『Foolishness─! I am Aecharis, the World Devourer─! Do you think I would fall while the Arch Demon watches over me…!』
──────!
The ultrasonic wave erupted again. Immediately, Natrix coughed up blood and fell to her knees, with Akardnil hurriedly attending to her.
“That… bastard!”
E-Urel, shocked by the sight of the restriction of the word’s power being brushed off as if it were trivial, scattered his sword towards the night sky. The sword strike, which threatened even the highest divinity, hit the belly of a gigantic whale.
Crash!
It did not penetrate.
This was because Aecharis’ mouths scattered all over had ‘devoured’ the sword strike itself.
Furthermore, Aecharis’ authority did not merely end at devouring.
『I’ll return it. You worm!』
“Damn it…!”
The most massive mouth reflected E-Urel’s sword strike right back onto the heads of the imperial army.
“Whew-!”
Bang──!! With a shout, the fist of the Great Warrior shattered the night sky. He exhibited a holy power, catching E-Urel’s sword strike with his bare hands. However, the Great Warrior’s face was slightly frowned.
“Hmm. It seems it’s not just a matter of merely returning it!”
It was a calm observation, but in reality, it was a statement of despair for the imperial side.
Completely nullifying the attack from this side, and returning it even stronger? How were they supposed to eliminate that colossal entity?
Moreover, Aecharis was swimming through the sky, constantly strengthening by devouring the humans on the ground using his authority. Additionally, the black sun was even extracting the souls of the despairing humans….
“How, how can we win against something like that?”
The imperial battle mage, who mumbled without realizing it, dropped his staff. In response, lenin, the senior knight guarding the battle mage, was startled and supported him.
But he soon realized that there was no need to support the battle mage.
‘His breath…!’
A moment of hesitation, a fragment of despair, created a gap for the black sun and Aecharis to squeeze through. The death of the battle mage, who was known as the reaper of the battlefield and regarded as a symbol of destruction across the continent, felt trivial and empty.
Lenin finally realized.
That destruction was approaching.
『Accept the end.』
『Rejoice and comply.』
『This will be the last and the first grace I bestow upon you humans.』
Lenin’s head dropped. His soul submitted to the black sun.
The last thing Lenin heard was a snickering laugh, as if mocking the struggles of humans.
『The end of the world.』
The voice of the arch demon announcing the apocalypse.
And then-
“We can win.”
It was Maya’s voice, resonating as if to grasp all the souls submitting to the black sun.
“The God of victory has left a ‘strategy’ to kill that arch demon and his progeny.”
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A whale the size of a city drifted through the skies. Even while exerting overwhelming power, Aecharis did not let his guard down.
It was only natural.
How many times had he underestimated mere mortals and tasted defeat? His fragments of power were sealed by the machinations of the Goddess of Justice, leading to the demons’ followers being immobilized and significantly decreasing their influence in Midland.
『I should have killed them then and there. Incompetent fools…』
The pride of a being equivalent to the Scion of the Arch Demon was beyond imagination.
Therefore, Aecharis had devised a trap to eliminate Khan, even at the cost of abiding by certain rules, and successfully kidnapped Khan to hell. However, even that ended in failure.
Despite sending demons of such high rank that ordinary mortals couldn’t even fathom confronting them, they failed in their pursuit. Not having even faced a higher God, the two demons met complete annihilation, causing Aecharis to lose a portion of his powers that were entrusted to them.
『Fine. I acknowledge it.』
Stretching his enormous body as if awakening, Aecharis flashed with dark energy. He had decided to manifest in Midland himself, unaware that his adversary had become a God. The Arch Demon’s advent was imminent; how could one refuse such a summons!
『It had to be acknowledged. Even with the body of a mere mortal, he had managed to trouble this Aecharis. If he had now grasped the realm of transcendence, it is fitting for him to be the adversary of the World Devourer, Aecharis!』
Thus, he devoured all demons. Not only the demons who had borne his banners, but also everything within his realm was dissolved alive in his stomach, partially restoring his lost power.
『Come forth! My nemesis!』
Aecharis’s senses perceived every living being and transcendental entity on this vast battlefield distinctly. Ancient dragons, apostles of gods, witches, and mages with an aura reminiscent of the lunatics from the ancient council, among countless other vermin.
Among them, one exuded an exceptional presence. The moment Aecharis precisely recognized the being that had provoked him out of the Cradle of Void, his incarnation trembled slightly.
‘How…?’
To a being like Aecharis, human form was merely a shell.
Even if his adversary suddenly transformed from a hulking barbarian into a beautiful woman, it wasn’t a change he found particularly surprising. Just because unseen stripes appeared on an insect, it didn’t cease to be an insect.
『Apostle? No, even if it were an apostle. The soul’s form shouldn’t be identical…!』
Maya Eldred did not miss Aecharis’s bewilderment.
“Cast your spells!”
The mages responded first. In the battle against Aecharis, the most crucial tactic was to spread a wide net of firepower and relentlessly project spells.
“Knights, prioritize the protection of the mages! Priests, focus on mental defense instead of protective spells! Paladins, hold off the creatures!”
Maya’s orders echoed across the battlefield, ensuring everyone could comprehend them. This was an additional phenomenon resulting from her ultimate awakening as an apostle of Khan, the God of Victory, pushing her holy power to its limits.
The power that the God of Victory bestowed upon her was twofold.
First, albeit imperfectly, she inherited all the power that Khan possessed. This was why Aecharis had mistakenly thought Maya was Khan. At this moment, she wielded a power strikingly similar to Khan before godhood.
Boom─!!
With a single stomp, Maya crushed the head of a creature and used its corpse as a stepping stone to crouch down.
Whoosh-!
As she soared into the sky, the ancient dragon Arkadnil tore through the space beside her.
『Apostle, give your commands to everyone.』
The wise dragon’s insight clearly recognized who controlled the flow of the battlefield: Aecharis and Maya Eldred.
Crunch!
In the blink of an eye, Arkadnil, who had taken the form of a dragon, let out a roar imbued with dragonic words. The oppressive power that had been ominously encroaching upon everyone was completely shattered before the ancient dragon’s might.
“Nothing’s changed. To kill Aecharis, binding that annoying power of predation is the start and the end of it”, she remembered.
All her battles had been like that. Hundreds of confrontations with Aecharis. In her memories, the faces of her comrades changed every time, and there were certainly transcendents like Arkadnil who fought alongside her in most battles.
Additionally, even the Maya in her memories were different individuals in each fight against Aecharis. A man who became the king of mercenaries, a Swordsmaster who reached the ranks of transcendents with a single sword, a legendary assassin who killed countless nobles, an archer who pierced a dragon’s heart with a single arrow….
Countless such memories resided in her mind naturally.
『How dare a mere lizard act so arrogantly─! Even your king could not stand against me-!』
As Aecharis twisted his body, the space around him began to warp. It was as if the distorted space itself formed a barrier to block any approach. However, the scion of the arch-demon was not merely wielding his power to curl up and hide.
‘Back off!”
A former apostle, who grasped the night sky in his hands, flew to his side at an incredible speed, swinging his sword.
Pakuwakwakwang!!
The veil of space surrounding Aecharis expanded- no, it projected in all directions.
The veil spread not just around him but across the entire Great Demonic Realm, an overwhelming blow. For humans, who had only just begun to grasp the concept of spatial magic, Aecharis was nothing short of an irrefutable disaster.
“With sheer will alone, to create a spatial interference of this scale…”
It would have been so, had Ludmilla not been present. She was advancing toward the pinnacle of magic-.
Perhaps, it wouldn’t be wrong to say she had already reached it. In fact, Ludmilla, if given the last piece of the puzzle, was presumed capable of constructing her own divinity.
However, that peculiar conviction—that what she would attain in the end wouldn’t be magic—held her steps in check. Because of that, there was no need for her to clash with the grotesquely shaped whale in the sky.
As she, who remained on the ground, reached her hand towards the sky, dozens of magic circles overlapped, forming a gigantic magic circle. With ordinary talent, one couldn’t grasp even a fragment of its wisdom; this was a prelude to dimension magic.
“I will help…!”
Jan was the mage who stepped forward to assist her. With growth that could be described as almost uncanny, he had already surpassed his master’s level. Together with the masters of the five towers, he lent his power to the dimensional magic.
As the peak of the current continent’s mages focused their efforts on a single spell, it was completed in a mere instant.
“Reversal.”
Right after Ludmilla’s brief murmur reached Jan’s ear, the world turned upside down.
Everyone who stood on the ground found themselves looking down at the sky, and all but those with exceptional senses, like knights or paladins, lost their balance and collapsed.
Even as the mages disgracefully sank to the ground, they couldn’t help but realize the wonder and true “magic” of the miracle she had performed, and unconsciously sought out their gods.
Reversing the entire space of the area. It wasn’t simply about confusing human senses. The grand-scale spell directly interfered with the concept of “space”, affecting the entire Great Magic Circle.
Anything within the area, including the spatial distortions projected by Aecharis, was encompassed by the spell.
『……!』
At the very moment Aecharis felt more baffled than ever, the twisting of space hammered through Aecharis’s entire body.
Crack-a-boom-!
Who would have imagined that Aecharis, even with the reputation of devouring worlds, would have its body distorted by a spatial spell? At the very least, Aecharis hadn’t imagined it. Disconcerted by the ancient dragon’s breath that seared its skin, its fury made its mind go completely blank.
『You, insects──!』
The rage of a transcendent being wielding willpower was akin to a disaster. Especially Aecharis’s anger, which was quite literally like a natural calamity.
Swish!
The gaping maws covering the massive whale’s entire body stretched out long tentacles that engulfed Akardnil. With their numbers reaching the thousands, they almost obscured the entire sky.
In front of this, Maya Eldred quietly exhaled.
“Hoo-ooh.”
It was a heavy and sluggish breath that felt as if a lead weight pressed down on her lungs.
The strength that burst forth from within Maya’s body was so potent that Akardnil, who had been conjuring words of power to fend off the tentacled maws, flinched momentarily.
“Hoo-ooh.”
She took another deep breath Maya’s entire body heaved.
What she needed was not the process of tuning her body. She had already reached the level of a master in spear techniques, and above all, the numerous memories infused into her mind elevated her to an even higher realm.
Even in an inverted world, Maya perfectly controlled her body’s senses as she thrust her spear. From the tip of the extended spear, a spiraling vortex transformed into a typhoon, grinding away at the thousands of mouths covering the sky.
If a swordmaster’s sword strike could cut through everything, Maya’s spear tip pierced and shattered everything. Not even the typhoon created by the spiraling vortex was an exception. The small mouths, parts of Aecharis, were shattered by everything they touched.
‘Not yet.’
Based on countless memories, Maya anticipated Aecharis’s next move.
‘It will create distance.’
That whale-shaped body was a calamity in itself, but Aecharis was a demon who knew how to cunningly wield its power.
In most battles within her memories, it enjoyed creating distance and using its authority to accumulate large-scale damage, wiping out hunting parties. Then, it would use the victims of its authority within its stomach as nourishment to grow its strength.
Aecharis’ pit and the distortion of space had even stopped the advancing blow, leaving only one option for the beast.
*Flash-*
Maya’s prediction was accurate. Just as the storm she had unleashed tore apart the tentacles and was about to strike Aecharis’ main body, the creature’s massive form vanished without a trace.
That location was—
‘Behind!’
No sooner had she turned her head than she was met with an abyssal blackness. Already, half of Arkadnil’s body had been swallowed by the darkness, but Arkadnil seemed unaware.
It was a desperate situation.
Nevertheless, Maya’s gaze cooled even further. From the very beginning, she had anticipated such an attack from Aecharis.
The information accumulated by the hundreds or even thousands of heroic warriors who had battled Aecharis, combined with the power granted to her by the God of Victory, pointed to the only path to victory.
‘Reletalrasa.’
Amongst countless memories.
The divine artifact of the Knight God, which had delivered fatal blows to the Arch Demon several times, slid from E-Urel’s embrace into Maya’s hand.
Typically, divine artifacts rejected the touch of the unworthy. However, Reletalrasa began to emit a brilliant blue light as if it had been waiting for this moment all along.
The holy power bestowed by Khan and the Knight God’s holy energy encapsulated within Reletalrasa converged. At the same time, an immeasurable amount of aura spread through Reletalrasa, permeating her entire being.
Once, she had wished to become a knight. But as the daughter of a knightly family in a remote kingdom, it was exceedingly difficult to become one. Ultimately, she had no choice but to take the path of a mercenary.
And that was sufficient. One could become strong enough living the life of a mercenary. No, one could always dominate the weaklings that mercenaries often faced.
Even as she constantly longed for strength, she had resigned herself to the inescapable reality.
‘My lord.’
And then she met Khan. Even now, she felt shame recalling their first encounter, but she did not regret the decision she made then.
Crack…
From Maya’s eyes, wielding Reletalrasa, a mix of ashy and blue light gleamed. Her focus had only one objective: to pierce the core of Aecharis, hidden within the abyss.
The core, concealed within the vast form of Aecharis surpassing the dimensions of this Midland, was considered impossible to locate. If it had been possible, the heroes she remembered would not have perished in vain.
However, thanks to countless trials and errors, she had finally pinpointed the core’s location. Therefore, her task was simple. She only needed to fire the arrow towards the core’s location.
And that arrow was already in her hand.
『Die─! You wretched insect…!』
Aecharis’s jaws closed completely just as Arkadnil and E-Urel realized what was happening.
Thud──.
The light-imbued Reletalrasa was shot, piercing through Aecharis’s core.
TL’s Corner:
There were two blessings given to Maya by Khan, first was his strength, and although it wasn’t explicitly stated, the second one could be Khan’s experience from playing Midland quest.
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“Well done.”
Khan mumbled as if speaking to Maya after witnessing Reletalrasa piercing through Aecharis’s core. Although Maya might not have noticed, he had been observing her battle from the very beginning. However, that was not the end. On the contrary, he knew that Aecharis’s death was like the herald of the true battle’s start.
“They are descending.”
As if seeing the same scene through the eyes of the Great Warrior, Karyan spoke, and Khan nodded. Aecharis might have considered himself the vanguard of the Arch Demon, playing the card of ‘descension’, but to the Arch Demon, who was akin to part of the law, he was merely a tool.
A more efficient and easier tool to harvest souls. Ultimately, it became the worst move that severed his own life.
“But it’s fortunate. It seems the restoration rate of the body is slower than expected.”
“Heh. Laughable punk. Even with just one arm, that kind of monster is a disaster.”
True words.
In fact, Khan had once harbored doubts after witnessing the genuine offspring of archdemons, including Esperus.
‘Is it really possible to defeat archdemons with the specs of a game character?’
Of course, in the final stages, player characters who grew to hero level were formidable enough to have few rivals on the continent. But if asked whether they were as strong as E-Urel at the moment, one would be inclined to tilt their head in doubt.
In this world, E-Urel was an outlier monster capable of standing against even the highest divine beings, but in the game, E-Urel wasn’t that powerful.
He thought it was impossible. It might be a different story if it was Aecharis, who was considered a punching bag even by seasoned players. But there was no way to capture a demon much stronger than that.
‘Games are, after all, just games.’
It was impossible to perfectly mimic an existence on the level of a highest divine being. Perhaps the information he knew about the great demons was useless in this world.
‘All I can do is hope Maya does well.’
He had done the best he could. He had bestowed the greatest power upon the Apostle that he could provide. He had also handed over the ‘Play Records’ that naturally came to mind the moment the holy power was awakened. The rest depended on her and her companions.
Crrrack-
It was the moment when Khan was about to take his eyes off Maya. He heard a sound as if something was breaking. They were still in the sanctuary, and there was no reason to hear sounds from the outside. But this sound was different.
Every intelligent being within the dimension of Midland became aware of the birth of a certain existence.
Crrrack- Crrrraack!
Karyan’s face froze slightly, while Khan remained stoic as if he had expected it.
‘Arch Demon.’
The moment of hatching was brief. The entity that emerged from the egg, described as the black sun, was a fragment of the arch demon.
Its left leg hung limp up to the right knee. Additionally, its right arm dangled towards the ground like a puppet bound by strings.
And then.
“The end has come.”
“Just plug your ears, close your eyes, and accept death in silence. Embrace the chaos from which you were born. Obey the will of the world.”
“If you do so, I will grant you the freedom you have longed for.”
The left foot of the Arch Demon, which had been hanging limply from the black sun, touched the ground. It was not just a simple step. It was the first step towards destruction, and just as when it cracked the egg, everyone on the continent felt the tremors spread by its step.
“Thirty percent… no, forty percent perhaps?”
Khan calmly assessed its strength. Seeing that only parts of its body had managed to break free, it was clear that the demon had not harvested enough souls as expected. It had chosen an incomplete resurrection to hasten its end goal.
In that case, there was a slight chance.
If all the forces of the continent, led by Maya, who possessed the authority of Reletalrasa and himself, confronted the arch demon—
“Sorry, but it seems we must move as well.”
“As well?”
Khan nodded in agreement, his train of thought interrupted by the voice behind him. So that’s what it meant.
“How grandiose.”
Karyan sneered. Somehow, amidst the sacred grounds, a pure white door had claimed the very center.
“Aren’t you opening it a bit too easily? Are you really the master of this sanctuary?”
“Shut up. That’s just… unavoidable. Do you think shutting a window stops all the cold air from coming in?”
Karyan’s sarcastic comment made Khan chuckle lightly.
Yes, he understood. The enemy he would face from now on was such an entity. One that could easily interfere with a sanctuary established by a God of Karyan’s caliber, and moreover, a monster capable of destroying the entire world—one with such power and on the brink of executing such a deed.
And alongside that monster was the Supreme God of light, and the half-dead God of death, who, regardless of his condition, would pose a significant obstacle.
On their side, however?
A former royal with an unpleasant face, and a former overweight company employee were all they had.
“That should be enough.”
As they boldly opened the door and stepped inside, they were greeted by a long corridor, decorated to resemble a grand cathedral. Through the stained glass installed on the walls and ceiling, multi-colored rays of light descended.
Given that one of their immediate enemies was the God of light, they shouldn’t have even set foot in a hallway bathed in light. However, as if they had made a prior agreement, Khan and Karyan stepped forward simultaneously.
“Do you have a plan?”
“Do you think I’m really a barbarian?”
“There’s no barbarian as remarkable as you besides my apostle. You fool. So, what’s the plan? What grand strategy do you have to bring them down in one fell swoop? Let’s hear it.”
“You expect me to tell you for free?”
It felt like they were engaging in a light-hearted conversation.
There was no sense of tension between the two people walking down the corridor. It sounded like they were discussing tomorrow’s meal rather than a battle to prevent destruction.
“I’ll squash their heads, so you better use your brain.”
The remark wasn’t even funny, inducing a snicker.
“You just lost to me a moment ago.”
“This guy… Who said I—”
『Do not come closer.』
Their conversation was cut short by a voice resonating through the entire corridor.
『Karyan. My old friend, why do you refuse your given duty and defy the natural order?』
“Damn it…”
Who’s your friend? Karyan’s response, now gruff and annoyed, was somewhat different than usual. His furrowed brow and distinctly agitated tone clearly showed he was conscious of the voice’s declaration.
“I sent you away because you were someone who didn’t need to undergo my trial. Light and death seemed like mere extensions of you, so I just let you go.”
『You must have agreed as well.』
『That this world is distorted.』
『Therefore, didn’t you leave my message to that being from another dimension?』
‘The remnant’ likely referred to Mortalia from the last cycle, marking the end of an ancient civilization. The message was the monologue of Mortalia heard after passing Karyan’s trial. The being from the other dimension referred to Khan, the possessor.
“I never agreed with you. This world… I thought it was a mess, but I never really found it all that strange.”
『I can’t understand.』
『Karyan. My old friend.』
『Do not turn away from the truth. If anyone could see through the world’s truth, it would be you, along with my remnants. You must know that this world, where the set beginning and end repeat infinitely, is false.』
“So what if it is?”
The end of the corridor was not visible, but the two did not stop walking. They knew this sacred but useless corridor was like the final ultimatum of a mage.
The moment they faced the end of this corridor, the real battle would begin. Karyan continued this conversation with the mage, partly to let Khan hear it.
“People live without knowing that anyway. Even the so-called gods. Isn’t that enough?”
『Is it a tragedy or a comedy to live without knowing you’re an actor in a play? Can false freedom truly be called freedom?』
“That’s ultimately a matter of your perspective and mine. Mortalia. Ordinary people consider even the knights and mages we deem insignificant to be catastrophic plagues. They treat goblins, who we can crush with a mere finger, as if they were the embodiment of demons.”
What mattered most to them was tomorrow’s hunger.
“The secrets of the world? Those things are utterly useless.”
Silence returned. Was it borne of anger, or perhaps agreement?
『Being from another world, why do you seek to stand before me?』
『To you, this world must have been nothing more than a part of a playful game.』
『If that deceitful God promised you something, turn your back on them immediately. That impostor has no ability to grant your wishes.』
『If you truly desire something, stand by my side instead.』
Did Karyan deem conversing with her unnecessary anymore? Khan indifferently accepted the volley of conversation that had returned to him.
“Is your head scrambled because of chaos?”
How long had it been since he heard that Mortalia was the reason he was dragged into this wretched world? What? Stand by her side? There was no way that would happen unless he had completely lost his mind. It was not as if piercing a hole into her body would kill him anyways….
“I have no interest in your grand plans. It’s just that my past goal and my present goal align. That’s the only reason I’m following.”
『Goal? Wasn’t your goal to return to your original world?』
There was a time when it was like that. However, long before that – no, even now, there was a goal that hadn’t been abandoned. The goal to confront the primordial beings who had kidnapped him into this world, and personally beat them to a pulp with his own hands.
“So. Shut up and just make the door.”
“Ha, I like that tone. Arrogant descendant.”
『You shall achieve nothing.』
『The seeds of destruction planted by the primordial beings have already begun to bloom. Even if you could stop the full bloom of the seed.』
『It is already too late.』
Bang-! Kwang-! Boom──!!
The corridor they had been walking through collapsed, and the ground beneath their feet disappeared.
Of course, neither Karyan nor Khan were confined by such things. Naturally, as they stood on the thin air and looked up, they saw the mural painted on the ceiling.
A giant made of pure white light had torn off a piece of itself, and that piece flowed like a galaxy, forming a massive cluster of dimensions. In that cluster, countless dimensions coexisted, maintaining a distance from each other.
Creatures of various forms built civilizations in their own unique ways. Each independent dimension developed in its own distinct manner, and inevitably, at the peak of its development, began to observe entities of other dimensions.
Each dimension had its method. In one dimension, it manifested as a dream; in another, as a speculative novel; in yet another, as a form of religion.
And in some dimensions, it took the shape of a game.
‘Midland Quest…’
The contents of the mural did not end there.
The will of the world- an entity that named itself ‘Manager’ was certain that observing between dimensions would lead to the worst outcome.
The independent manager from the Giant of Light had a single purpose: to maintain the integrity of each dimension and prevent their collapse.
The manager transformed itself to hear the Creator’s command. The once beautiful and radiant Galaxy turned into something dark and murky, completely separating the dimensions.
“Void…”
The manager went further, eradicating over-evolved civilizations deemed unnecessary. It sought to eliminate variables detrimental to the survival of the dimensions.
It created catastrophes in the form of “Arch Demon” and rewound the time of any dimensions where uncontrollable variables emerged. These efforts of the manager appeared to bear fruit.
However, with each repetition of these attempts, the variables that escaped the manager’s control gradually increased. Repeated destruction, and then regeneration. Amid this cycle, beings began to appear, embodying the ‘Origin of the Creator’, much like the manager.
The primordial power inherent within the dimension had gradually leaked as it repeated cycles of destruction and regeneration. The ‘special entities’ that observed these cycles became new variables wreaking havoc in the subsequent timelines.
『Karyan. My old friend. Among them, you and I were the most special and dangerous variables.』
The God of Magic, Mortalia, spoke in an emotionless tone.
『We were the special entities that survived to the end within the endlessly recurring destructions. Having observed the destruction and regeneration of the world, we became more exceptional with each new life. And each time, this Midland fell into greater decline.』
The ‘primordial power’ granted to a dimension was finite. A dimension that lost all its primordial power could no longer regenerate. In other words, it meant complete annihilation.
『This is the end.』
A pair of wings, imbued with a radiant aurora of colors, spread out. Unlike the Mortalia with tentacled limbs seen in the Tree of Memories, this Mortalia, with the appearance of a breathtakingly beautiful woman, declared solemnly, as if radiating a real angel’s halo.
『This is the last chance.』
『With the remaining capacity of this world, only one more regeneration is possible. If we miss this chance, time will repeat, and we will face destruction again. Complete destruction.』
『So, I will ask one last time.』
The ominous sword shrouded in death, held in Mortalia’s hand, was directed towards Khan.
『Submit to the destruction.』
『If you do, we can gather all the primordial power of this world to forge a truly perfect world.』
At those words, Khan truly realized. The reason he had been dragged into this world. Why a great chaos had been burgeoning within his body.
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The cycle of destruction and renewal exhausted and depleted the ‘fundamental power’ that the world possessed. And in the process of observing this, the observer accumulated that fundamental power….
Karyan and Mortalia were examples of that.
No one knew exactly how many times it had happened. Hundreds? Thousands? Perhaps even more. In any case, this roughly explained why the two were exceptionally extraordinary.
And now, Mortalia spoke.
She declared that the world’s source had nearly run dry. She intended to replenish the depleted chaos by once again destroying the world and completing it anew.
“So that was it.”
Khan’s voice carried a bitter chuckle of resignation.
“Was I summoned to this world just to meet my end from the very beginning?”
『Correct. You are a being from another world. Though I didn’t know it in the old times, even your arrival in this Midland was not by chance but by an inevitable pull. Bearing the fundamental essence of Midland, it was only natural that you would be drawn here.』
How could anything as grand as a fundamental essence reside in a middle-aged, pot-bellied office worker?… It wasn’t that he didn’t have an inkling. Possibly, not realizing it would have been stranger.
Midlands Quest.
He had poured nearly all of his free time into that accursed game, to the point where it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say it consumed his life.
Khan had been deeply immersed in the game, to the extent that he had lost countless characters, the number well into the thousands. Even more impressively, he had defeated the Arch Demon and seen various endings numerous times.
But what if all those plays were acknowledged as acts of ‘observing the cycle of destruction and rebirth’?
It explains quite well the significant chaos it carried.
“Why is it that no one else but me has been dragged into Midland?”
Even so, questions remained.
“Surely, there must have been others who observed Midland’s downfall in the same way I did?”
Khan could confidently say he had been a seasoned player of Midland’s quests, but he shook his head at the thought of being the best among them.
After all, there were other veterans who had spent even more hours in the game, and naturally talented players who managed to see the end swiftly through sheer skill.
『Not everyone who observes the destruction of another dimension obtains the power of origin. Of course, that makes sense. If it were otherwise, more beings like my old friend and I would emerge.』
“…This is frustrating.”
『You see, those who hold the origin are exceptionally rare and uniquely blessed. It manifests without their conscious will and grants them the talent most suited to them.』
『In the olden days, I acquired a spell system beyond the traditional framework of magic, and my old friend obtained the purest ‘talent’, surpassing the limits of mortal strength with extraordinary martial prowess.』
『What about you?』
A particular thought immediately came to mind.
‘Game system.’
When you took an enemy’s life, experience points were accumulated. By repeating specific actions, you obtained skills.
When you saw items of a certain level or higher, you could see their information.
This anomalous system, where the effort you put in always resulted in rewards, was extremely unreasonable from the perspective of other Midlanders. But Khan was confident. No matter who else obtained the game system, they wouldn’t be able to utilize it better than him.
The ‘talent suited to oneself’ that Mortalia mentioned must have meant this exact thing.
『You seem to have an idea. Indeed. But this blessing, from the world’s perspective, is nothing but theft. Therefore, this is merely returning what was stolen to its original owner.』
『This applies to all sentient beings of Midland.』
『Even though I have the power to forcibly take your essence, I am offering you the chance to join me as a minimum act of clemency for someone embroiled in matters of another dimension. You will be given an opportunity to lead a new life in the newly completed Midland.』
“If I refuse?”
No answer came back. She stood tall against the sky, holding a sword made of light and death, her gaze indifferent.
“Yeah, I roughly understood.”
That was the clearest response.
“You are not the Mortalia I know.”
The Mortalia Khan knew was a bit… complicated.
-Their first proper conversation took place in paradise. She was the only being aware of the world’s repetitions, and she struggled to put an end to it. She even decided to become an Apostle of the Void to achieve that.
The next encounter happened when she was devoured by chaos while observing her memories on Earth. In truth, they could hardly be called acquaintances, let alone anything more. Maybe victims and perpetrators, but nothing else.
However, there was one thing that was certain.
If there was one thing Khan knew about Mortalia, it was that she wouldn’t go as far as to destroy all life and bring about the world’s annihilation.
Though she was supremely arrogant, she was also profoundly rational. After all, she was the woman who had stood at the pinnacle of mages.
“The ancient civilizations were destroyed, and it was said that the laws themselves penalized Mortalia, who caused it.”
The ‘Apostle of Truth’, who created the fanatical group known as the ‘Followers of Truth’, and became the Goddess of Magic, was just a puppet hiding behind Mortalia’s disguise.
『How foolish your standards are. Do not judge existence from a mortal’s perspective. I am not the Mortalia you know, yet I am. My identity as the Executor representing the world has been added.』
『Moreover, it is an insignificant truth.』
“Indeed, it is not important.”
After all, the answer had been determined. With a rising smirk, Khan murmured, and the presence of the Executor, donning Mortalia’s mask, sharpened keenly.
『Foolish.』
He knew it because he had ascended to divinity.
Mortalia, the Apostle of Truth, the God of Magic… All the many names that being carried had to be forgotten. It was merely an “Executor”.
A tool representing the will of the world. In other words, it was correct to think of it as the will of the world itself.
“I will hold back those wings and that sword as much as I can.”
Just a while ago, Karyan had boasted that he would take care of it himself, engaging in a pointless battle of bravado. But now, such humble words spilling from his mouth were inevitable.
Even for me, just deciding how to deal with that thing weighed heavily on my mind.
“So, then. Tell me about that amazing plan you mentioned earlier.”
A red giant’s apparition flickered around Karyan, who lightly clenched his fist. However, its size and aura were not the same as before. It appeared that he had yet to fully recover the energy expended in the previous battle….
Neither he nor I mentioned such trivial matters.
“By doing what we do best.”
“Doesn’t that just mean we have no plan at all?”
“This is hardly unplanned.”
Even without turning my gaze, I knew. Karyan and I were both wearing the same smile right now. No matter how much I denied it, the fact that Karyan was the ancestor of barbarian wouldn’t change. Similarly, the fact that I had also become a member of the barbarian race wouldn’t change.
And barbarian, above all else, were a race that loved life-or-death battles.
“God or whatever. Isn’t it simple enough to just keep fighting until we die?”
It was a particularly grandiose statement considering it was about a being that was a fundamental part of the world. But the trajectory of my life had proven it.
Even back when I was weak and pitiful, I had narrowly escaped death against goblins of Hoarfrost Gorge multiple times. When I left Hoarfrost Gorge, I faced insane mages who viewed barbarian merely as experimental materials, and mercenaries who aimed for nothing but the back of my head.
Ancient mages resurrected by the power of the demonic realm, dragons and giants reborn from bygone eras, half-devils consumed by chaos, and the highest gods akin to the masters of the heavens…
『This is where tolerance ends.』
None of them were weaker than me. Despite that, I survived and emerged victorious. I used all my knowledge, experience, and adaptability.
At least in Midland, that was who I was.
Therefore, the divine name granted to me must be ‘Victory’.
I can somewhat understand why the authority and the power of sanctum given upon achieving divinity are so bizarre.
So.
“First, just send me in front of that bastard.”
“Alright─!”
As my body accelerated like a ray of light, my consciousness perfectly kept pace. The gap between my body and mind, approaching closer to nothingness.
‘How should I fight? Should I use spells, as befits the name of the God of Magic…? No, I can’t ignore those suspicious wings and that sword either-’
I knew nothing about the opponent. On the other hand, I had to assume that all my means were already exposed. Although I had a single hidden dagger, its use required closing the distance to a hand’s reach.
Knowing this, Karyan opted for the reckless choice of a head-on rush.
However, almost mocking such thoughts, a ‘light’ flashed before my eyes.
Peeeeeeing-
The sound of an arrow release, like a tautly drawn string, echoed belatedly, but a sharp pain rose from his abdomen even sooner.
“Dodge!”
Before Karyan’s warning even registered, Khan’s hands blurred, leaving afterimages as they twisted.
Boom!
It was impossible to accurately grasp what they collided with. Each time light flashed, he swung. Each swing caused his divinely perfected body to be pushed back with a tingling resistance.
And Karyan was—
“Light! How laughable it is to be used as a mere tool of a tool!”
He roared, sweeping everything in front of him with his bare fists. Only then did Khan realize what the recent flares of light meant.
‘God of Light!’
The wings of light attached to the Executor’s back were indeed the God of Light itself. That creature was using the highest God as if it were an item!
『Die.』
The Executor’s attack did not end there. While Karyan deflected the feathers fired from the wings of light, the black sword (黑劍) in his hand spun and flew straight towards me.
Contained within that sword was ‘death’ itself. The power of death emanating from the black sword felt incomparable to anything before.
If I intended to, I could deflect it without difficulty. The feathers fired by the God of light were all being blocked in front of Karyan, so if I deliberately ignored them, I might have been able to bypass and approach the Executor.
However, my instinct, which had expanded further as I ascended to godhood, warned me otherwise.
‘If you respond rashly, you’ll die…!’
Unlike last time, there would be no luck of merely stopping my heart and regenerating my body mid-fight. This was death, crafted in sword form, as unyielding as the laws of the world or fate itself.
If the God of death handled death simply as a power, this was closer to the very concept of death itself!
Swish—!
It wasn’t a particularly fast speed. I directed the holy power already spread throughout my body to match my physical movements. Along with my step into the air, my right hand, holding Draupnir, swung down to cleave the black sword created by the God of death.
I perfectly recreated the sword strike that had once nearly killed the God of death, distorting even dimensions and smashing through reality. No, since I had attained divinity, the sheer power was incomparable to that time.
A mere scarecrow, without proper will and only scattering the energy of death.
I thought I could easily destroy it.
“…!”
Until Draupnir, with its attribute of being indestructible, shattered into pieces along with a few of my fingers that I couldn’t retract in time.
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“This is insane…!”
He swallowed the curse that almost escaped his lips.
There was no time to dwell on the grievance of his cherished Draupnir disappearing without a trace. Instead, Khan focused on pulling his right side, which had brushed against the aura of death, while unleashing condensed holy power in the form of lightning.
Boom—!!
It was a lightning bolt powerful enough to dismantle even the highest-tier divine being’s body. However, before the black sword that embodied the concept of death, it was but a brief flash.
But that was enough.
Boom!
When the thunder echoed once more, Khan’s body transformed into lightning itself. He launched forward at a speed that approached the essence of light. Yet, an actual ‘light’ obstructed him.
『────!』
One of the Executor’s wings, which were paired together, shed feathers over Karyan. And the other half, a fairy made of light—the God of Light—blocked Khan and extended its palm.
Shwaa!
Pure light converged on that palm. Merely looking at the light was enough to paralyze the ‘sight’ of a transcendent being, prompting Khan to mask his senses and strike with his indomitable will.
Crack—!!
The indomitable force that pressed through the dimension split the air. Amid the quick exchanges and intense battles, the God of Light leisurely widened the distance, almost as if toying with his opponent.
『This must be familiar to you.』
The Executor’s prepared spell was completed. The Sorceress, the apostle of truth, and the Goddess of Magic. The pinnacle and extreme of magic slowly lowered his hand, which had been reaching towards the sky. The left arm of Desegonos.
An ethereal voice carried a spiritual resonance, putting a final mark on the Executor’s grand spell.
Crack.
A gigantic ‘finger’, larger than an ogre, pried open the space, tearing a rift. Following that, with an overwhelming mass, it forcibly expanded the crack and pulled out its palm….
Crack, crack, crack, boom—!!
The giant’s left arm, having sufficiently widened the rift, completely revealed itself. The sense of kinship felt from that left arm made the giant’s blood boil, as if they had long since become one.
“I never thought I would encounter that wretched thing here again…!”
Karyan seemed to already know the identity of the entity. While stepping forward, crushing the rain of feathers falling like a storm, Karyan warned aloud.
“Its power is enough to completely control the gravity of the area! Having been resurrected by the power of law, its potential might be even greater—damn it!”
However, Karyan had no time to talk leisurely either. The black sword, having swiftly changed its target, rushed behind him.
Khan had experienced firsthand how threatening the black sword was, losing two fingers and a long relationship with his magic sword. However, just like him, Karyan wasn’t in a situation where he could afford to pay much attention either.
『In Paradise, you faced an incomplete spell, but this time, it would be different.』
He didn’t need to say it out loud. He understood. The left arm of the giant that had just emerged was imbued with a power that made the right hand of Desegonos, which Khan had encountered in Paradise, seem like a mere child’s toy.
‘So, she intends to seal our advantages, is that it?’
The giant’s arm not only resurrected in a complete form but also exerted power beyond its prime—it might have been challenging before he attained God-like status. But now…
Crackle…!
Khan’s entire body was enveloped in ash-gray lightning at that moment. The giant’s fully emerged left arm clenched its fist as if to crush the very air.
Boom─!
It was as if Khan was being gripped by the terrifying strength of an actual giant’s hand.
This was a trick he had experienced before. It felt like an invisible wall was closing in from all sides. Khan mirrored the giant’s left arm and also clenched the air. As if attempting to compete with the giant, capable of parting seas with a kick and forming mountain ranges with a punch.
Crrrrunch──!
The moment he clenched the air, the giant’s left arm, far in the distance, began to falter. The space between the two beings groaned, bent under pressure, and distorted.
Seizing that opportunity, the God of Light took position behind Khan.
『────!』
The unique psychic waves emitted by the devoured beings of chaos screamed. Whether it was joy or sorrow, it was hard to tell due to the passionate intensity of these psychic waves, which surged together with a flash of light.
At that moment, Khan’s eyes flashed as if to declare that the tense standoff until now had all been a facade. He smashed through the wall that had imprisoned him in one swift move.
『────?』
The confused psychic wave of the God of light retreated swiftly.
Just before his divine body was about to explode, he released the compressed lightning from beneath his feet.
Ka-boom!
The belated roar chased after the lingering afterimage, and as his right foot exploded from the shock, he regenerated it instantaneously and stepped into the air once more.
Tap.
In contrast to his previous rough leaps, his steps now were extremely light.
Crackle. Boom─!!
A gray lightning bolt split the sky. Desegonos’ left arm burst into a spray of blood, and Khan reached out his hand toward the God of light, who had swiftly maneuvered to the rear.
Crunch.
One could not catch ‘light’. However, the God of light was certainly a tangible and real existence. He had already ‘seen’ the method with his own eyes. A strange giant’s ability to leap across space and apply force precisely where desired–to mimic this, one’s physical output had to nearly match that of the giant itself.
“Still floundering-!”
HeFor Khan, the conditions were too easy.
*Flash! Boom!*
With a sudden spark, the God of Light, who had been trying to widen the distance again, collided with an invisible wall and let out a scream.
『────!』
*Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!*
The God thrashed like a beast trapped in a cage. It ran wildly in all directions, slamming its body against the walls. However, the transparent prison that confined it did not waver even the slightest.
*Crack!*
Gradually, the invisible wall began to close in as if to swallow the God. The more it did, the more frantically the God thrashed…
‘It’s useless.’
It was a move infused with a significant amount of holy power. While Khan’s holy power could not be termed as insignificant, it certainly wasn’t infinite. Thus, he had unleashed a decisive blow to ensure the end of the God of Light.
“One wing torn off -.”
『Meaningless.』
Contrary to its words, however, the Executor seemed to sense a greater threat, and swiftly began to cast a spell.
『Experience the breath of the ancient Dragon King.』
At the delicate fingertips that could be described as slender and jade-like, a small flame formed. It was no ordinary flame. It was a blaze kindled by the power of origin, one that would burn and consume everything upon contact.
Chi-iik—
Red and blue flickering flames spread around the Executor, as if flowing along an invisible fuse.
First, the outer wall of the cathedral, which served as the battlefield’s backdrop, melted away. Revealed beyond it was the barren red land, seen once before.
『─────.』
At that moment, Khan frowned at the intense psychic wave felt from below.
“Damn it…!”
Khan, the Avatar of Lightning, spat out words as if chewing them in the realm of an instant.
It was incomparable to the psychic waves experienced before. It was evidence that the seal on the creature was weakening. Most notably, the connection between the red land and the Executor was evident. Whatever the intention, it must have had something to do with the fact that the creature was fixed in place and had not moved since its initial position.
‘The revival of the Arch Demon is a deceit.’
No, more precisely, the red land below— It was merely a plot to awaken the monster Karyan had arduously sealed!
『By the time you realize it, it will be too late.』
As if reading Khan’s thoughts, the Executor smirked and completed an incantation. The flames, which had swollen ever larger by consuming the world’s will, began to take the shape of a gigantic beast.
It was a spell reminiscent of ‘Firebird of Aelos’, which the mages of the Red Tower favored, but it was on another level since it was wielded by a being who had constructed divinity through magic.
『You madman─!』
The dragon was modeled after an ancient dragon king.
Though the angry Spirit of Resentment’s thoughts of frustration echoed loudly in his mind, he had no energy left to worry about the mental health of that creature. The fiery dragon, endowed with primordial power, was already in the process of opening its huge maw.
‘Countering it….’
It was impossible.
The moment he was even slightly affected by the breath’s aftermath, his body would undoubtedly melt away, just like when it had touched the black sword. Yet, evading was not an option either; it would mean losing the distance he had painstakingly closed.
Khan’s hesitation lasted only a fraction of a second in real-world time, but in the battle between transcendent beings, it was a fatal hesitation.
Gurgle.
The throat of the dragon, already prepared to unleash its breath, rippled violently. There was no room left for hesitation. Khan immediately transformed most of his holy power into ash-gray lightning, leaving only a minimal amount of holy power intact.
He resembled a Thunder God descending from the sky. Enveloped by lightning as if it were an ancient fortress, Khan chose to pierce through at one point.
‘If only I can reach…!’
A method would reveal itself. As if mocking Khan’s thoughts, the ancient dragon’s breath was unleashed.
Fwoooosh──!!
Along the trajectory of the crimson line, the world’s will vanished without a trace. It was a flame of annihilation, capable of obliterating even the same source of power.
In contrast, the ash-gray line that soared in reverse, relying on the armor of thunderbolt, seemed so pitiful. It looked as if the red breath would engulf Khan at any moment.
『Get out of the way─!』
At that moment, from below, Karyan’s voice directly pierced Khan’s mind.
Something must have happened to him, insisting on his mortal body. But this time, Khan did not hesitate. The moment he heard the voice, he twisted his trajectory in a large zigzag, and something pierced through the spot where he had just been.
Khan’s eyes widened when he identified what it was.
‘Black Sword…?!’
Indeed, it was the Black Sword that had rushed toward Karyan. Given the situation, it seemed clear that Karyan had shot it towards the breath. But how? The hideous thing that could turn the flesh of a God into dust just upon contact…?
『Just look ahead!』
Karyan’s voice rang again, trembling heavily. It seemed as if its very essence was about to collapse.
Khan gritted his teeth.
He decided not to ponder over Karyan’s condition after launching the Black Sword. He only focused on making the most of the opportunity Karyan had created.
The clash between the breath, forged from the power of origin, and the Black Sword, made of death itself, seemed to end in breath’s favor at last. It was an expected outcome, given that the Executor was continuously infusing the breath with the power of origin.
But.
Because of that, an opportunity arose.
‘Now……!’
Even if his entire body were to explode, Khan didn’t care. He forced the lightning he had spread outside back into his body. He abandoned both power and precision. His sole aim was to reach the opponent as quickly as possible, so he kicked off the ground.
Boom—!
The Executor, who had been imbuing energy into her breath, rolled her eyes toward Khan. It was a reaction speed unimaginable for a mere mage. In an instant, a curtain of flames enveloped the Executor. There was also a mix of primordial energy in it. It was a fatal move, silently warning, “If you attack recklessly, you’ll suffer instead.”
‘It doesn’t matter.’
Boom!!
Khan rammed his body into the curtain of flames. For a brief moment, the resistance halted him. The ash-gray lightning that had spread through his body melted into the primordial flames.
But he broke through.
As a consequence, he lost all his momentum and even the ash-gray lightning. Khan, now devoid of power, made it through the curtain of flames. A familiar yet alien woman’s face was right in front of him. However, the strength to finish her off no longer existed in him.
『The primordial energy bestowed upon you, I shall take it back.』
With a smile that seemed devoid of emotion, the Executor reached out his hand toward Khan.
“I’ve got you.”
With a smile akin to that of a predatory beast, Khan allowed himself to be caught by the Executor’s hand. At that moment, just as the Executor flinched and tried to extract the primordial energy from Khan, “Let’s see this through to the end.”
A light from deep within Khan enveloped both figures.
***
The Executor—once known as Mortalia—squinted his eyes.
“Where is this…?”
Breathing felt somewhat difficult. The sensation in her hands and feet was dull, and there was a disconnect between her thoughts and actions when she tried to move her body. When had she last felt like this?
The Executor couldn’t recall, but there was a strange sense of déjà vu. It was as if she had experienced this feeling multiple times before and had even responded to it. She cast a spell she had devised in the past to adjust the sensation in her body.
“Wait a moment…!”
She belatedly realized something strange. She was a being who had grasped the power of origin. How could someone like her be swayed by mere physical sensations? Such things should be inconsequential to mortals…
Snap.
That was when it happened.
“This is my authority, my sanctuary. Maybe it’s because I survived so desperately without even knowing why, but it turned out like this. At first, I thought, ‘What kind of absurd authority is this?'”
Barbarian Khan emerged from the snow-covered forest and explained with a wry smile. Khan’s authority didn’t possess an outrageous function like “Always ensuring victory”. Rather, his authority was a bizarre kind that consumed his own strength.
The fortunate aspect was that the power of the authority applied equally to his opponent as well. The place that left the most horrifying and painful memories for him. While facing the wind of the sanctuary that perfectly mimicked Hoarfrost Gorge, Khan gripped his hand axe tightly.
“Well then, let’s get started.”
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The Executor felt a cold shiver run down his spine at the confident stance of the man before him. The tide of this battle still leaned in his favor. He didn’t doubt that. However, the current situation introduced a significant variable to the Executor.
‘The holy power has vanished, and so has the primal force….’
Divine power and the primal force. The two largest components constituting her existence had disappeared. They weren’t omniscient but could certainly be called omnipotent powers!
“Trying to pass yourself off as a mage, huh? I can hear your wheels turning from here.”
『… You.』
“No need to overthink it.”
Khan swung his hand axe through the air as if checking his condition and said.
“It’s just that relying on scammy powers like holy power or primal force to get by has become impossible.”
The Executor already knew that without needing to be told. It wasn’t something he wanted to hear.
『Could it be… the power given to you by that fake? Did he bestow this bizarre power upon you to destroy me?』
“…Fake? Ah, that phony?”
Ha-ha-!
Khan let out a loud, mocking laugh.
“Do you think that phony has abilities like that? A being who can’t even manage a single disobedient tool and clings to a mortal? This is just my power.”
The Executor found it even harder to believe that answer. If that were the case, it would imply that the authority of a mere God was enough to strip away another God’s holy power and even obliterate the primal force.
Of course, the barbarian in front of her eyes was far too dangerous to be dismissed as a ‘mere God’.
『Alright. I understand.』
She cut off her complicated thoughts. She had been momentarily taken aback by the sudden situation, but the lack of holy power and primal force didn’t matter. After all, the foundation upon which her Godhood stood remained intact.
『This bizarre sanctuary’s power is certainly threatening. However… foolish. Within this space, losing holy power applies to you as well. In that case……』
You will be defeated.
The arrogant statement carried no hint of doubt. However, the presence that uttered those words had reached a level that proved it wasn’t mere arrogance. No longer confined within the realm of magic but a true mage.
『In the end, the limit of this sanctum is merely to strip away transcendence. Unless you degrade the power I have achieved as an entity, you stand no chance.』
The Executor assessed her current level.
The mana within her was as vast as an ocean, seemingly endless. The knowledge accumulated as an apostle of truth remained intact. This meant she was stronger than when she was called a mage.
She was certain. Even the mortal Karyan would not last long against her now.
‘What about that being from another dimension?’
It seemed impossible to even wield the ash-gray lightning. Even his body felt weaker than before he achieved divinity. In other words, weaker than Karyan at his peak. This made losing even more unlikely.
『Nothing changes.』
The Executor, gaining confidence, cast a spell.
Simultaneously, Khan launched himself forward. His movement was as swift and stealthy as a leopard.
A normal mage wouldn’t even sense their death before their head was cleaved by that hand axe.
But the Executor had numerous auxiliary spells to compensate for a mage’s lack of physical senses. The thin threads of mana spread out, fully compensating for her lacking perception.
If this were outside the sanctum, such auxiliary spells wouldn’t have helped against Khan at all…
『Got you.』
The threads of mana spread wide, mapping Khan’s path in her mind. All that was left was to establish the coordinates based on this mental map.
Woouung─! Boom!
Rocks burst from the ground of Hoarfrost Gorge, completely engulfing Khan. This was a move that required perfect prediction of Khan’s charge path.
Crack—!
However, it was far from enough to halt Khan’s charge. He tore through the rock prison in an instant and twisted his body mid-air.
The Executor swiftly formed a hand seal.
Ignition, dispersion, condensation.
A spell manifested through seals with opposing meanings, discharging like a cannonball.
The fireball, packed with mana exceeding the signature spell of the Tower Master, aimed to engulf Khan in the air. At that moment, Khan, with his whole body taut like a drawn bowstring, threw a punch.
Boom—!
The fireball exploded violently. Embers scattered in all directions, transforming into dozens of fireballs, each maintaining its fiery presence.
Boom, boom, boom!
Another series of explosions.
Even a transcendent being would have been reduced to ash without a trace. But the Executor did not let her guard down. At that moment, with a chilling sound of piercing air, the right half of the Executor’s body exploded.
『……!』
She couldn’t even scream properly. She had never experienced the pain of having half her body blown away while still alive. Rather, had anyone ever managed to strike her in the first place?
They hadn’t.
Her rationality was paralyzed. She needed to continue the spell immediately…!
But her body didn’t move as she wished. The sound roared in the distance, anchoring her frayed sanity in the midst of pain.
『You crazy─!』
It was Khan.
Though his entire skin had been charred like coal, his ashen eyes blazed, glaring fiercely at the Executor. He looked like he could leap at her any moment and sink his teeth into her neck.
『Die──!』
For the first time, she cast a spell based purely on instinct rather than rational thought.
She hastily completed a gray spell aimed solely at halting the savage’s advance. It was an embarrassing display of desperation, projecting a shockwave with nothing more than an overwhelming amount of mana poured out haphazardly.
Boom……!
『…What?』
And, almost pathetically, Khan, hit by the shockwave, was sent flying and rolled across the ground. Tumbling repeatedly, his body, already at its limit from the earlier red spell, had its arms and legs twisted, and his neck snapped.
He was dead—there was no doubt about the instantaneous nature of his death. The Executor stood dumbfounded, feeling like the dire situation from moments ago was a lie.
Really? So pathetically like this? Her arrogance and pride couldn’t comprehend Khan’s death, and she hesitated with uncertainty.
She held her breath, and several minutes passed.
『Hah…. Hahaha─!』
The Executor burst into maniacal laughter.
Wasn’t this an apt ending for a mortal who dared to defy the will of the world?
Just because they lacked holy power and origin didn’t mean their status as a God of Magic was diminished.
She would reclaim the stolen origin from that otherworldly being. Then she would return outside, regain her divinity, and finish dealing with Karyan who had been cornered. That would be the end….
“Huh?”
A voice tinged with confusion escaped from the Executor’s mouth.
There was no helping it.
『How, how are you…?!』
“Why. Did you see a ghost?”
The infuriatingly mocking voice of the barbarian echoed in her head like a hallucination. He should be dead, shouldn’t he? What was with that unscathed appearance? No, wait. This situation was exactly like the first time she got caught in that barbarian’s authority—
“Is this really the time to zone out?”
Her mind snapped back into focus.
This time, too, the Executor cast a spell toward the explosively approaching barbarian. The ghostly pain that felt like a dream made her right side tingle, but instinct took over this time.
Rumble!
It was the same response as before. She predicted Khan’s path, and rocks burst from the ground. But the result was vastly different.
『…!』
The ground split open as Khan, charging as if he anticipated it, continued forward. The rising rocks shattered at the waist, and utilizing the momentum of his charge, Khan was instantly right in front of the Executor.
『Get lost!』
Fwoosh!
The shockwave enveloped Khan. It worked this time. While Khan staggered, the Executor invoked ancient sorcery.
『I’ll obliterate you down to your soul…!』
An ancient spell that completely severed a living human’s soul from its body. The progenitor of spells used during the ‘Living Corpse’ crisis that swept the Argon Kingdom had manifested once more.
Clang—!
However, the Executor’s soul spell was repelled effortlessly. Her startled gaze saw the apparition of a huge dragon. Its maw wide open, roaring, as if mocking her.
Infuriated, the Executor simultaneously cast another spell. While maintaining the soul spell to pierce through the mental barrier, she conjured the arm of a giant once more.
Boom—!!
Khan’s body, preoccupied with resisting the soul spell, was brutally crushed.
This time, she finished it before he could even approach. She disintegrated both his body and soul.
‘With this level…’
She had no idea how he was repeating time, but with no trace left, this should really be the end of it…
“That was a bit dangerous just now. Anyway, things keep showing up. To the point of annoyance.”
Khan’s sly remark did not elicit any reaction from the Executor. She merely activated a spell with bloodshot eyes. This time, it was an entirely new spell. Khan had already realized from three previous experiences that within this sanctuary, he did not die.
Instead, upon the brink of death, time would rewind. Although the exact conditions remained unknown, it was clear that already cast spells were rendered ineffective.
Typically, a normal mage would run out of spells after a short while. However, the Executor was an exception. The rumors that she had created and mastered ten thousand spells were all true. Therefore, she thought, “I’ll make sure if you truly can’t die.”
*
*
*
The Executor had lost count of how many great spells she had cast by now. She mechanically deployed spells and killed Khan over and over again. The repetitions surpassed the thousands, and as they continued, a question lingered in her mind.
“Why go to such lengths?” she wondered.
“Why do you continue to oppose me, despite suffering countless deaths?”
“…….”
“You, who understand better than anyone how twisted this world has become!”
A massive storm suddenly formed, sweeping in all directions with the Executor at its center. It was a large-scale destruction spell that permitted no evasion. Caught unprepared, Khan’s body was torn to shreds. However, even on the verge of death, he took a step forward.
Crack!
The blade of the hand axe stopped just short of his neck. The moment time rewound, the freezing spell she had prepared completely halted Khan’s time.
Snap!
She effortlessly extracted his soul from his head. Unlike before, Khan’s soul separated from his body with ease. The mental barrier that once protected his mind had long been shredded.
The core of the barrier, the Spirit of Resentment that maintained even mental waves, had become so weak that it could not even leak any mental waves.
Once more, time would rewind. The Executor prepared for yet another battle, but her expectation was off the mark.
Snap!
Even with his soul torn away, Khan’s body moved on its own and grabbed the Executor by the neck.
The Executor was too shocked to even react.
“…… Huff.”
She had returned to the beginning once again. However, unlike before, the Executor could not mechanically recite the spell.
『What in the world…』
The repetition of time applied equally to the Executor. But just like phantom pain, the agony lingered. In the countless repeated battles, her mind eroded, and her will gradually broke.
The Executor unknowingly caressed her own neck. It ached. Was a body, whose soul had been erased by death, moving on its own to continue fighting?
It was chilling.
Something that couldn’t be encapsulated even with the word ‘willpower’. Yes, it was madness.
The Executor was clearly aware that she was insane. The notion of directly destroying and then restoring the world couldn’t be considered normal. It was simply because she was the only one capable of achieving it that she acted.
However, that barbarian was more insane than the Executor.
『You have no reason to interfere with me─! The mage who summoned you and I are separate entities! It was I who generously offered you a new opportunity! So why─』
“Shut. Up!”
Bang─!
Before he could even balance himself properly, dozens of firebirds surged towards Khan, who leapt forward recklessly. They were the firebirds of Aelos, frequently utilized in a standardized spell by accomplished red mages.
In the endless repetition of battles, the abundant ancient magic and various spells were now exhausted, which was evidence of the depletion of all those once plentiful spells.
However, this much was enough to incinerate Khan’s body. Even a common spell transformed into a grand magic in the Executor’s hands.
Yet it was ineffective.
Swoosh!
Instead of drawing an axe, Khan tore apart the firebirds with his bare hands while advancing.
Dozens of different kinds of spells were cast. All of them were created by modern mages, and for Khan, who had faced countless mages, they were all too familiar.
He crushed them all.
He pulverized them with his fists, severed them with his axe, and used every part of his body, from his elbows to his knees. In the process, his melted fists oozed, and with a severed axe handle, he continued to hold on.
『You’re insane…! Such trials, no mortal’s mind could endure…!』
“What do you know.”
Khan responded, chewing out his words, as he walked slowly. As Khan advanced, the Executor retreated and cast another spell.
“I’ve always been this way.”
Boom…!
The Executor’s spell missed Khan. He simply walked ahead, avoiding Khan as if the spells scattered around him were evading him. However, the Executor could clearly see the trajectory.
Khan read all the trajectories of the spells. He accurately predicted the impact points of yet-to-be-cast spells and moved to avoid them perfectly…!
“Even when I was dragged into this crappy world without knowing anything… Thrown among the monsters of Hoarfrost Gorge with nothing but my bare hands”, Khan muttered.
“Even when I crushed the skulls of mercenaries aiming for the back of my head, and split the crowns of spell casters who wanted to use me as an experimental subject.”
“Even when deranged transcendents came after me, I always—”
Khan never gave up and fought. Experience gained from games? A body obtained through stats? High-level skills that caused unrealistic miracles? Those were insignificant in front of all the powerful foes.
Khan didn’t survive because he was strong. Just as the divine name ‘Victory’ didn’t mean absolute victory.
“As long as I don’t give up, this sanctum will not fall.”
That was Khan’s authority as the God of Victory and the true power of the sanctum.
Crunch…
Most of Khan’s senses were already lost. The pain felt from the hand gripping the axe blade was the only sensation keeping him alive. Relying solely on that sensation, he ran.
『Don’t make me laugh─!』
The Executor’s desperate spell was now all too familiar. The arm of a giant and the form of a dragon made of flames appeared. An earthquake reversed the very terrain, and a storm of cold that could freeze even time itself surged forth.
Great spells, powerful enough to have claimed Khan’s life several times, manifested. The Executor wielded a near-omnipotent force despite lacking divinity and origin.
In contrast, all Khan had was a battered mind and a faintly functioning body. And a lone axe with just a blade.
‘… It’s enough.’
Khan had long since learned the patterns of the great spells. In the world seen through Karyan’s eyes, a white line wriggled and extended somewhere. He didn’t think about what lay at the end. He precariously followed the line, running.
He wasn’t even conscious of dodging the spells. He maintained his sanity solely relying on the pain from his hand digging into the axe. The Executor seemed to be shouting something, but he didn’t listen. It was bound to be nonsense anyway.
Thunk.
How long had he been running like that? Or perhaps, from the very beginning, he had merely stood there, awaiting his death.
Groping, he reached out his hand. Slowly, as if engraving the shape of the wall that had stopped his steps.
Thus, after carefully outlining the contours of the wall in his mind, Khan managed to lift the corners of his mouth.
“Heh…”
He grabbed it. What his hand clutched was not the wall. It was the Executor’s neck. Only then did the blurred sensations fully return. The terrible pain he had been struggling to ignore overwhelmed him, yet for some reason, he laughed.
“You know…?”
He applied more pressure to his grip.
“They say… that those who boast the loudest with their mouths… are the fastest to give up, you know…?”
“How much… How much time is left… for me… to… save the world…?”
Gasping as if even breathing was an effort, the Executor continued his words. Khan sneered at him.
“You are just… a bug that forgot its role and went berserk…”
Did he truly have the will to restore the world to its original state? Even if he had such intentions, could it really be of his own volition? How could someone who couldn’t even be sure of their own identity, according to the laws, harbor such grand plans?
“That… might… be… true.”
If the original will of the mage who created the Executor had remained so intensely imprinted, then perhaps, just a little, it might have been possible.
The Executor’s plan might indeed have saved the world. He wouldn’t deny that possibility. From the beginning, this had never been a fight between right and wrong.
“Just… that I was a bit stronger.”
Hearing these words, the Executor’s lips moved slightly. Was she attempting a final persuasion? Or was she about to spill words of resentment?
He couldn’t tell.
Crunch…
As he’d always done, he drove the axe blade he held in his grasp straight down. Khan, leaning on the body of the Executor who met his end with a seemingly indignant expression, mumbled.
“And I… don’t believe in what mages say.”
With those words as the last memory, he lost consciousness.
***
‘Did I die?’
Since when, he wondered.
When his eyes opened naturally, he found himsef engulfed in pitch-black darkness. Although he had never experienced death before, he occasionally imagined that the afterlife might look something like this…
“I didn’t.”
As his mind awakened, his senses slowly returned. The holy power that had been extinguished by the force of the sanctuary began to refill his, and his body, which had reached the brink of death, started to regenerate.
‘It looks like it will take some time for the gods of light and death to awaken.’
Since it didn’t seem like he immediately needed their help, he decided to walk for the time being. However, no matter how long he walked, there were no signs of anything appearing.
“What is this…?”
Considering he hadn’t died, he should have regained his consciousness on the red earth where the void monster was sealed, right?
Even trying to extend his consciousness far to investigate was blocked by something unexplained, making it impossible. Only pure curiosity remained about this unidentified space. He grasped the rough understanding that it was endless but—
“Let’s break it for now—”
When the body suffers, the mind gets to work. He made a decision, tinged with modern-day rationality, that if he punched holes in the dimension a few times, maybe something would come out.
“Ugh, as always, your fighting style is so crude. That’s just like you.”
“Crude, you say? Hearing that from a medieval person—not a medieval but an ancient one at that.”
He turned his head towards the voice that sighed, as if in disbelief.
“Mortalia.”
The ghostly figure before his wasn’t the Mortalia whose head had just been split open.
The woman he saw was the version of Mortalia who had once succumbed to the void and escaped the timeline, the one with whom he had shared drinks in the memories of chaos.
“Congratulations. Although I believed in you, I’m genuinely amazed you pulled it off.”
“Clap, clap, clap.”
A sincere admiration was evident in her applause.
I didn’t particularly react to her. There were more pressing questions on my mind.
“So? What now? If there’s nothing more, I’d rather depart soon.”
“If you’re worried about the Arch Demon, don’t be. The conclusion is near.”
As if to prove her point, Mortalia displayed a translucent hologram in front of me.
Within it, Aries and Leo, bathed in pure light, and Elena, eyes closed, performing miracles, were visible.
Ron, along with ancient dragons Akkadnil and Natrix, was performing acrobatic flights, and on the ground, I could see Ludmilla and Jan relentlessly casting grand spells toward the sky.
And – Maya thrusting Reletalrasa towards the black sun caught my eye. Countless other comrades and people were risking their lives to push back the Arch Demon.
‘We will win.’
Even without a divine sense, one could tell. The Arch Demon’s power had considerably weakened since its initial descent. The weakening chaos that enveloped the Great Demonic Realm might have something to do with it.
“Right? And I’m not here just because I have free time. I’m busy covering for the Executor who’s gone rogue… oof!”
Mortalia, with an exaggerated gesture, reached into her garment and gave a mischievous smile. Despite her playful demeanor, the writhing tentacles that made up her hair were only creepy.
I refrained from mentioning it aloud. It was a societal skill honed while surviving many hardships, and my focus had shifted to the object Mortalia pulled out from her garments.
“Here, the essence of origin extracted from the Executor. If left alone, it’ll disperse on its own, but for now, it’s quite usable.”
“What. Can I make a wish?”
My teasing words unexpectedly received a positive response.
“How did you know? While it’s not omnipotent, you can achieve something quite impressive. For instance, you could easily wish to return to the dimension you originally lived in.”
“…”
A return to Earth.
The goal I’d yearned for since falling into this Midland was now within reach. If I seized the orb from Mortalia’s hand right now and made my wish…
“What’s wrong? You look hesitant.”
I wasn’t sure what expression I had. Was I smiling? Probably not frowning… No, I certainly wasn’t smiling. With lips tightly pressed together, I grasped the orb that Mortalia handed over.
I felt it. The absurd amount of essence contained in this orb. And I knew what could be achieved using this orb.
“Go ahead, make your wish. It’s your trophy, after all.”
I ignored Mortalia’s playful urging. My thoughts were too tangled to determine my next move.
“… Damn it.”
But that hesitation itself was the answer. Though I had tried to dismiss it, I now had to acknowledge it.
“The method of use surfaced in your mind, right?”
I didn’t respond this time either. I had already decided what I would do with this orb.
“I…”
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The Demonic Realm had vanished.
When Maya Eldred’s spear pierced through the black sun, did the Arch Demon’s descent revert to nothingness?
No, it didn’t. Another factor had come into play.
Even after the black sun suffered a blow, the Arch Demon did not perish. Once again, it absorbed an unidentified power from somewhere. Yet, suddenly, that power was cut off as if it had never existed, and the Arch Demon vanished along with the Demonic Realm.
Most people were jubilant. Mourning for the countless deaths? Such thoughts didn’t even cross their minds. The scale of the deaths was simply different.
In battles where thousands perished and only hundreds survived, they might have grieved for their fallen comrades. They might even have been angry and poured out their resentment towards the monstrous enemy that had slain them.
However, this couldn’t be the case in this war. No, one couldn’t even call this a war. It was a cataclysm where humanity struggled to survive against a disaster intent on annihilating the world.
Tens of thousands of humans had been literally ground to death by the Arch Demon. Among those who survived, few were mentally sound, and even among those who were, most were physically impaired.
“Ugh, ahh…!”
“We survived! We’re alive─!”
How could those who barely survived not rejoice purely?
But.
There were undoubtedly those who couldn’t join in the celebration.
‘About two-thirds of the population had died…’
‘In essence, more than half of Midland’s able-bodied men had been wiped out. Even though extinction was avoided…’
‘Isn’t this damage alone already comparable to that?’
Most of those had been Bannerlords, war Mages, or held key positions in the Empire. They couldn’t even savor the joy of survival, being immediately burdened with post-war responsibilities.
It would be easier to think only of the casualties from the Demonic Realm, but…
The foul black sun had affected the entire continent, and just counting the victims gave knights a throbbing headache.
“… Is it really over?”
Ron slumped to the floor, looking around in a daze. It was because he was familiar with death. Not his own, but the deaths of many people swept away in the backdrop of events.
It was a sense naturally cultivated when one was with Khan, whose name was synonymous with catastrophe, and the same applied to their other comrades.
“Everyone’s intact, right?”
“… If you consider having an arm blown off and losing two toes intact, then yes.”
“Absolutely fine, Veil.”
“Shut up, Ron.”
The two mercenaries celebrated their survival with coarse banter.
“Is Lord Arkadnil all right?”
“… With his heart gravely damaged, even if he doesn’t die immediately, it will take a long slumber to recover his former spirit.”
Ron sighed at the permanent wound inflicted on the ancient dragon that soared through the skies of the Great Demonic Realm with him. Arkadnil had sacrificed himself.
Once – just like that time in another era when he burned himself to open the path to the Cradle of Void. For a young dragon named Natrix, he had braced for death.
“Tch. If he was old, he should have known when to step back. The Ancient Dragon probably acted knowing that.”
An elderly voice interjected with words that might have sounded somewhat insulting. However, neither Natrix nor Ron protested or showed anger.
“Anyway – we caught it, didn’t we? Isn’t that right, disciple?”
“…”
Nothing remained below the right elbow, and the left arm was torn below the shoulder. Called the Sword Master, the old man could no longer hold a sword.
Valken Leichtahp, the Sword Master, gazed at Lenair’s silence with a bitter smile.
“Still, it’s fortunate. Your skill has surpassed mine.”
Valken Leichtahp was the master of the Sword Mountain, holding a power just slightly below the peak of the empire. But his perspective differed slightly from a typical powerholder. Was it because he had lived for nearly a century?
That was part of it.
But that wasn’t the main reason.
“A great chaos will come. So many have died.”
He possessed power but did not seek it. However, with the sharp insight characteristic of those who have reached a certain level, he worried about another impending disaster the continent would face and thought about the countermeasures.
“If His Majesty hasn’t been entangled by the black sun, he would put forth a hero to stabilize the situation. And that selection would be…”
His disciple, leniar.
Two young mages named Ludmilla and Jan.
And the young apostles of the church.
They were young in age with exceptional strength, and they had shown outstanding efforts in handling the Arch Demon. No one could dispute this.
“The continent will be on edge, reacting to every single one of your actions from now on. Even a minor cough passing by could throw an entire city into a state of emergency.”
Valken spoke in a calm and experienced manner.
“Moreover, countless predators will come after the influence you wield.”
That would come regardless of their intentions. This was what Valken Leichtahp was most concerned about. There were too many who would try to exploit these young heroes.
Additionally, the factions they belonged to were each different. Though they had united in the face of the disaster of the Arch Demon, the royal family, the Sword Mountain, the church, and the Magic Tower had always kept each other in check while cooperating.
Unless there was some sort of focal point to bind them together…
‘It’s impossible to have a single entity strong enough to control even the transcenders who now have no rival in this continent by might.’
***
“Maya.”
Maya Eldred was looking up at the sky where the black sun had faded. Approaching her was Aries, wearing a holy armor that was barely glowing anymore.
“Khan?”
At the low question, silence was the only response.
Aries’s brows furrowed, perhaps because my response was sufficient.
“The Arch Demon was annihilated—”
“Perhaps by my lord…. No, I am certain.”
“Where did he go?”
“I did not…. hear.”
Like Aries, Khan did not reveal much to Maya. He only granted her power and authority. However, being in a divine and apostolic relationship, there were things she could sense rather vaguely.
“When the connection with my lord grew faint, the Arch Demon perished. And… I no longer feel his presence.”
The statement carried a rather shocking truth. If even Maya, the apostle, could not trace Khan’s presence, then no one on the continent would be able to.
At that moment, something appeared above them and cast a shadow.
Thud!
“There is no need to worry if it’s that child!”
It was the Great Warrior.
“He is strong! If he stepped into the battle by his own choice, he must have fought without a single regret!”
Naturally, his body was far from intact. Only his limbs were barely attached, and he had more than a dozen deep wounds that exposed his bones.
“To a warrior of Hoarfrost Gorge, death is not in vain!”
“Great Warrior, I do not believe that is the point of their conversation….”
“What do you mean ‘not the point’!”
Huffing and puffing, Yoro and other demons along with the head-bowed Beast God, who had followed in the Great Warrior’s wake, arrived. They also had shown significant prowess in the battle, which made Maya nod slightly even in her state of agitation.
“Lady Maya, you are an apostle of him, and Dame Aries is his former comrade. It is only natural not to wish for the death of their ally and friend.”
“Hmm!”
“Wouldn’t it be wiser for the two of you to calm down? Instead of wasting time here, isn’t it better to search for Lord Khan?”
“Demon—Yoro, was it? Do you have any idea where our lord might have gone?”
Yoro—no, the fake Scion of the Arch Demon who had subtly intervened in the battle in Esperus’ place smiled.
“When the false angel fell at the northernmost end, the void creature connected to the black sun also seemed to have gone back to sleep. It looks like there’s a need for some cleanup, and since the Great Demonic Realm will be completely extinguished soon, if you wait until then to head over there─”
Before Espelus could finish his somewhat prophetically ambiguous sentence:
“─Chaos?!”
Startled to the point of cutting off his own words, Esperus raised his head. The other transcendent beings on the battlefield did the same.
Even the ancient dragon Arkadnil, who had been sleeping as if dead, lifted his heavy eyelids.
『Chaos… is dispersing.』
Although an ancient dragon like him, with the vision of the dragon’s eye, could hardly be seeing an illusion, the sight reflected in Arkadnil’s eyes made him question if he was seeing a vision right before his death.
The chaos, which had flowed as if to devour the entire world, and had grown stronger every time the black sun swallowed human souls, was dispersing in every direction.
Not only was it scattering, but it was also spreading as a brilliant light. Arkadnil easily saw through the nature of that light.
『Those are the souls sacrificed to the black sun.』
Even though it was hard to believe what he saw with his own eyes, there was no way the analysis of his dragon eyes could be wrong.
Each light, which was brightly illuminating the Great Demonic Realm, gradually took on a distinct shape and began to return to the body, which could be called the home of the soul.
That majestic sight was not only visible to Arkadnil with his dragon eyes or the apostles who possessed the transcendental power of vision.
“What is that….”
“This might not be the right situation to say it, but it’s beautiful.”
Those who couldn’t overcome the madness of war and were having seizures, those who were groaning in pain from severe wounds, even those who were worried about the great chaos that would hit Midland later—all saw the soul lights spreading from the sky.
The lights flowed like a river.
Everyone was mesmerized by that mysterious sight and then realized:
This must be a miracle of God.
“O God…”
Whether a God existed to whom they prayed, whether there was a God who truly caused the river of light to flow, or if it was merely a natural phenomenon triggered by the death of the Arch Demon, none of these mattered.
They simply prayed.
They prayed that the dead would be revived, that the dark force which engulfed Midland would be dispelled, and that peace would return to the continent once more. They believed, or desperately hoped, that such a future would come to be.
*
*
*
The unprecedented catastrophe of the Arch Demon’s descent was brought to an end by the emergence of a new hero and the miracles of an unnamed God. However, even such an intervention could not prevent the chaos that was to follow.
While the river of light spread across all of Midland, reviving countless individuals, it could not resurrect those who had been physically killed inside the great demonic realm by the arch demon. In terms of sheer numbers, the proportion of those revived was indeed overwhelming, given that so many civilians had their souls absorbed by the black sun.
But the problem was….
“We lack military forces”, said the Emperor.
The emperor, who somehow seemed younger than before, straightened his bent back and flipped through the documents.
“The actual military forces perished, and most of those revived are not suitable for battle. There is nothing we can do about that”, he said with a small groan.
Emperor Friedrick had mobilized the entire Midland military to subjugate the Arch Demon. More than half of those forces had been lost inside the great dark force and could not be revived.
‘Isn’t it okay since all the nations’ forces were wiped out anyway?’ some might think. But the issue was far more complex.
“We are critically short of troops to handle the marauding monsters. The Three Pillars are doing their best to manage, but it won’t last long.”
It was practically impossible for a small number of superhumans to maintain order across the entire continent. Furthermore, the empire had committed the most troops to the great dark force, suffered the greatest losses, and held the largest territory.
In other words, the empire’s influence was in significant decline.
“… I wish I could just hand this damn emperor’s seat over already. Yes, I’m sick to death of it”, Friedrick mumbled.
“Your Majesty. You say so, but ultimately you don’t intend to relinquish the throne, do you?”
“There’s no one I trust enough.”
The Emperor thought of his blood relatives and the heirs of the electors’ families but soon shook his head. There was one decent candidate, but it was regrettable that he was a king of another country.
“Ah, speaking of which, the Half-Dragon King of Argon has requested an audience. He said he would come immediately if we give him permission…”
“Immediately? Ah… teleportation? Truly, the world has changed drastically.”
“It is astounding. Who would have thought that the young king would become a mage surpassing the Tower Master?”
Conrad, the half-dragon knight, shrugged his shoulders. The young king of the Argon Kingdom, Orion, who shared the nickname ‘Half-Dragon’, was currently known as one of the three great mages on the continent, alongside the heroes Ludmilla and Jan.
If someone had said that all these changes happened in just five years since the advent of the Arch Demon, who would have believed it?
“Is that so? It’s already been five years…”
Emperor Friedrick, as though reflecting on the impermanence of time from the name of King Orion, rubbed his eyelids and said,
“What about them? How are they doing now?”
‘Them’ referred to the current continent’s heroes and, essentially, the strongest beings.
“Well, as usual, I suppose. Should we be thankful for that?”
Conrad wore a bitter smile.
“They aren’t doing anything grand. The witch is still holed up in Northland, researching something. The Sword Demon is immersed in training all day in the Sword Mountain, as if possessed by something…”
“What about Maya Eldred?”
“She’s still there, in the place where the Great Demon Battle took place. You know, those beings from hell? I heard she’s doing something with them, but I’m not sure if there’s any progress. The apostles of the church must still be busy dealing with the monsters…”
Conrad recited the information he had received from his aides, unable to erase the bitterness from his face.
If it was information he knew, it must have already been reported to the Emperor’s ears.
Why would he feel the need to reconfirm information he already knew?
“Is it because of that barbarian friend?”
“……”
“Hmm. It feels quite strange, to know that a friend who disappeared five years ago still wields influence all over the continent.”
Gordi Khan.
Once a Great Warrior who resolved countless events across the continent and even earned imperial knighthood despite his barbarian status.
He had never reappeared after the battle against the Arch Demon, and five years had passed without a trace of him.
‘This isn’t the first time this has happened.’
The atmosphere differed greatly—no, vastly—from when he had previously fallen into Aecharis’ trap. The companions who had gathered around Gordi Khan—now hailed as heroes of the continent—had begun experiencing small and large conflicts among themselves.
Considering the power of their influence and individual strength, these disputes could not be taken lightly.
For instance, hadn’t the imperial situation swayed significantly when Leniyar, who inherited Valken Leichtahp’s position as the master of Sword Mountain, and Aries, who was hailed as the Saint of the Church, created a tense atmosphere in a public setting?
The factions following Sword Mountain and the Church were engaged in subtle power struggles, and even the Mage Tower, which tried to mediate, got entangled in the chaos.
“Ugh. I still get chills thinking about it—”
The person who had mediated the fight was none other than Conrad. Since it was a meeting of the empire’s key powerholders, he had no choice but to step in.
In other words, a single confrontation between two heroes had caused the Emperor’s guards to leap into action, the Three Pillars and princes to worry frantically, and the numerous factions within the empire to tremble with fear.
“…Let’s stop talking about this. We can’t keep the King of Argon waiting forever.”
The Emperor calmed Conrad, who was excessively shivering, and then summoned the royal Battle Mage.
Soon, a gaunt-looking Battle Mage infused mana into a crimson-glowing stone fragment.
It was a ‘Signal Stone’ created by the Half-Dragon King using the scales that grew on his own body. The artifact was designed to communicate directly with the Half-Dragon King himself, ignoring any distance constraints within the same dimension.
Vooooom—
Just moments after the Signal Stone began to emit its light, a handsome man burst open the space portal by piercing through the ancient dragon’s barrier spread across the royal domain, and smiled brightly.
“It’s been a while, Your Majesty.”
“Long time no see. It seems your skills have advanced even further. I remember having to open the barrier for you before…”
“Haha. It’s not exactly like that.”
The handsome man, argon’s King and a half-human, half-dragon Arch Mage with the transcendental essence of a dragon. Orion bowed his head slightly with modesty.
“First of all, I would like to talk about the matter for which I have braved the discourtesy of visiting you….”
“Seems urgent.”
“It is such a matter. Do you, by any chance, remember Ron and Veil?”
“How could I not?”
Dragon Knight Ron and Spellblade Veil.
The former was a renowned guide who made a name for himself alongside Gordi Khan and flew through the skies of the demonic realm with his dragon.
The latter, as far as he remembered, had recently achieved significant accomplishments in both swordsmanship and magic.
“Why do you ask about them?”
“Those two have recently formed a group called the Ironhammer Mercenaries and have been exploring the uncharted lands of the continent. It seems they have discovered something.”
“…Uncharted land?”
How many places like that could exist now? The emperor immediately expressed doubt but then showed an expression of understanding.
There was only one place in the current continent that could be called uncharted–
“The Western Great Mountain Range.”
The mighty barrier that separated the Argon Kingdom and the lands beyond. King Orion, with a peculiar smile, reported an anomaly that occurred there.
“From that location, there seems to be a dimensional rift presumed to be connected to another world….”
***
“Mm. It won’t be easy to just dip our toes in, will it?”
“If you really want to die, why don’t you just let the monsters over there bite your head off?”
“That’s a hurtful thing to say. Especially between us.”
“Damn it.”
Veil, a young man who had his long hair tied back, muttered a curse as he approached the rift.
“The rift connected to the heavens is at the main headquarters, and considering I can’t sense any dark magic, it’s not hell either. What the hell is this…?”
He wanted to carefully infuse mana, but he knew there could be unpredictable consequences if he provoked it unnecessarily.
Though Veil’s skills were impressive enough not to bow anywhere, he lacked the capability to handle something as complex as dimensional matters.
Even his employer, King Orion, had shaken his head in resignation and given up.
“Give it up and rest. There’s a more suitable person for this. What’s the point in us making a fuss?”
“Will that person even come here? They’ve been holed up in Hoarfrost Gorge for almost five years now.”
“They will come. Absolutely. Because this might be a clue.”
A clue? Veil’s face stiffened slightly as he wanted to ask more.
“… You’re right.”
The reason why Ludmilla, one of only three Arch Mages on the continent and the creator of dimensional magic, had secluded herself in Hoarfrost Gorge was to find traces of Khan, who had completely vanished over the past five years.
“But is it really true? That person is not originally from Midland…”
According to what Veil had heard from Leniyar, who he ran into by chance, Khan was looking for the “dimension he originally lived in”.
The conflict over this issue between the saint of the church, Aries, and Leniyar, was a famous story among Khan’s companions.
“Who knows?”
Ron evaded the question with a vague response. But inwardly, he had already decided the answer a long time ago.
Of course.
‘No way that godly barbarian came from anywhere other than Midland. Impossible.’
If asked how confident he was about this, Ron would answer confidently. He could stake all of his precious, rapidly receding hair on it.
TL’s Corner:
Ron going bald now.
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“Are you really okay with this?”
“What’s there not to be okay about?”
“To fulfill your wish, you won’t have enough even if you exhaust all the included essences. Is it really necessary? Reviving those who are already dead…”
“It’s not reviving, just returning things to how they were.”
“Even if it means forgetting yourself in the process?”
“I told you. Just returning things to how they were.”
***
Ludmilla.
Once known as the Witch of the Forest of the Inverted Cross, and now called the Arh Mage or the Freak of Northland, she had been obsessed with one thing lately.
“It’s been five years since you started examining that corpse. Aren’t you getting tired of it by now?”
The place where Khan last went and vanished without a trace. Observing the Void Monster, which was sealed with might and sanctuary by Karyan in exchange for his freedom during the times of the ancient empire – the Red Wasteland.
“That thing. Whatever the descendant did, it’s completely dead now. Even if you want to find out something, can anything come out of a corpse?”
A man with a princely appearance and an expression exuding arrogance chattered beside her, but Ludmilla did not respond. She knew well that apart from one person, all barbarian were significantly regressed in terms of intellect.
‘Because he’s the ancestor of barbarian. He must be the same.’
Karyan would have frowned if he heard this, but Ludmilla had perfectly hidden her emotions from his eyes, so nothing happened. Honestly, Ludmilla regarded almost all humans as no more significant than passing stones.
An exceedingly exceptional talent naturally invites fear, and from a very young age, she had to protect herself from all kinds of contempt and hatred. The pride and arrogance formed in this way shielded Ludmilla from the world.
Then she met Khan.
『I don’t trust mages.』
『In truth, I’m still contemplating whether to split that head of yours with this axe.』
Not seeing her as the Witch of the Forest of the Inverted Cross, a noble lady abandoned by her family, or a disaster-bringing sorcerer. But purely seeing her as Ludmilla, the human.
Perhaps because he was a barbarian, looked down upon by the entire continent, he could see her without prejudice. Therefore, at first, she did not take Khan’s attitude seriously.
It wasn’t that.
『Witch, my foot… Nowadays, kids act like they are voluntary recluses. You are just someone who doesn’t fit into society. In my days, we couldn’t even imagine such a thing.』
『People are afraid of your talent? That’s some black flame dragon on your right arm kind of nonsense.』
Gordi Khan, a barbarian, seemed to shatter all the prejudices imposed on his race.
『Have you ever had someone you thought was a comrade try to rip your heart out while you slept? Or had a renowned honest merchant try to rip you off tenfold when you approached them? Been shot with arrows just for trying to enter a town for a break?』
『Those with more act worse. While some suffer the damn barbarian fate, a noble lady sorcerer complains about being well-fed and privileged?』
Later, after Ludmilla and Khan were close enough to be called ‘friends’, Khan found that conversation highly embarrassing. He said he was overly sensitive at the time.
But to Ludmilla, that conversation was a fresh and shocking experience—a moment when she first became genuinely interested in a person.
-That’s why she chased Khan’s traces.
“……”
The past five years.
She had learned that Khan won the battle against the ‘God of Magic’ and as a result, the chaos power, among other demonic forces, had completely vanished from Midland.
During that process, Khan disappeared as well.
‘He didn’t die.’
It wasn’t just a hope but a certainty. Of all Khan’s companions, who were now called ‘Heroes’, the only one still in contact with Ludmilla, Maya Eldred, had vouched for it.
『Though so faint that it seems it might vanish at any moment… the lord’s divinity still remains.』
Maya said Khan seemed to have been isolated in a very far place—somewhere outside the dimension called Midland. She couldn’t say for certain if it was true, but it felt that way.
This was the reason Ludmilla had confined herself to the red earth and why Maya Eldred remained in the desert where the Great Demonic Realm had once been. These were the only two places where Khan’s divinity still lingered.
‘It’s soon.’
Ludmilla’s efforts had finally borne fruit. She had poured all her energies over the span of five long years to pioneer the mysterious realm of dimensional magic, so it was only natural in a way.
‘… The preparations are complete. It’s a pity there’s no opportunity to test it, but since we’re dealing with moving between dimensions, it can’t be helped.’
What Ludmilla had discovered was none other than the traces of the battle between Khan and the Enforcer. The battle had occurred inside a space where sanctuary and power had combined. Uncovering those traces later was virtually impossible.
However, mages were a breed who produced miracles with human wisdom, and Ludmilla stood at the pinnacle of such magic.
‘We just need to follow those traces across the dimension.’
Moving to a dimension completely separate from both heaven and hell, which were connected to Midland, was something even Ludmilla couldn’t predict with a 30% success rate. Opening a door to a distant dimension could take decades.
She couldn’t even estimate how long it would take to move between dimensions. Nevertheless, Ludmilla was willing to do it.
“… Because I haven’t heard the answer yet.”
* * *
“He’s dead.”
Aries merely nodded at the report from Leonir von Istantil. Who could have imagined a young girl naturally ordering around Leo, who held titles of the youngest Paladin Commander and the hero of the continent, and even possessed the power of an apostle?
However, the concerned parties accepted it as a matter of course, so there was little sense of incongruity. It wasn’t just because they had once been bound as knight and squire. They had built a bond that went beyond mere comradeship, and at the center of it was a barbarian.
“The Hell Monarch. Is he likely to descend?”
“It seems so. It’s been only five years since the knights of the continent were annihilated by the aftermath of the Reretala Incident. They won’t just watch idly while the continent remains in such chaos and weakness.”
“Got it.”
As Aries pulled her sword out of the giant demon’s corpse, her silver hair swayed gently. Although Aries now had the full appearance of a grown woman, her attire hadn’t changed from the days when she roamed the continent with Khan.
Her limbs were just a bit longer, and her usually expressionless face now bore a hint of maturity.
‘… It can’t be helped.’
Leo had long since guessed the reason why Aries stubbornly clung to her ponytail, simple everyday clothes, and pure white sword.
‘So that when the Silver Hero returns, he can recognize her….’
Aries had grown remarkably over the past five years, but Khan would undoubtedly recognize her. Aries knew this herself. Nevertheless, her imitating her past self likely stemmed from her inability to escape Khan’s shadow.
‘She always said she avenged her father with the Khan’s help.’
Leo couldn’t begin to grasp how much that meant to someone like Aries. His family was alive and basking in his glory, and it wasn’t merely the act of revenge that tethered Aries to Khan.
“In any case, you should rest at the headquarters for the time being, lady Aries.”
“Why?”
“Well….”
Leo found himself at a loss for words at her short retort. Why, indeed?
Because it was unsettling to see her charging recklessly at any sign of a demon, shouting ‘Demon! Die!’ out of spite?
That wasn’t true. Unless it was a Scion of the Arch Demon, the time when Aries could be overpowered by chained demons has long passed.
“Because I’m anxious.”
Leo decided on an answer to give her in his heart. However, he couldn’t bring himself to say it out loud.
Although he couldn’t fully comprehend her feelings, he empathized with her as a longtime comrade. He also understood how strongly someone like Khan had impacted his fellow companions.
“Haven’t you been wandering for too long? Elena, the future pope, is already complaining about being overworked. Maybe you should at least make an appearance…”
In the end, the poor thought he came up with was to use Elena’s name, who had become the next pope.
“Elena is fine. She’s stronger than I am.”
“Your Hon—”
A deep sigh escaped Leo as the firm refusal left no room for argument. At that moment, a welcomed visit from a fellow companion saved him.
“Hey, kid.”
Not even Leo, who had become an Apostle representing the gods of heaven, noticed her approach. A flaming head of red hair that fluttered like a blaze, scars covering her body presumptively from cuts of a sword, and now emblematic of her throughout the continent, an old sword broken from the hilt down.
“Leniyar, Your Highness…?!”
She had once been called a Sword Demon, but now Leniyar exuded a complete air of a Sword Master. The madness of her past seemed to have vanished completely.
“Why are you here?”
“Do you think I came just because I was glad to see your face?”
“You didn’t have to come.”
“Well, I was thinking maybe I’d suddenly put a knife in that pretty face of yours.”
Gasp—
For a moment, Leo felt as if the air ceased to flow. No, it wasn’t just a feeling; it truly happened.
One was a transcendent who had wholly embraced the divinity of the highest God, while the other was a monstrous entity akin to a God among swordsmen. Just having these two release their fierce aura caused the mana in the area to tear apart.
“Well, I want to do that, but unfortunately, I have some business to attend to. So could you ease up before I really draw my sword?”
Surprisingly, it was Leniyar, who was little more than a mad dog, that backed down first. In the past, this would have been a remarkable incident. But for Leo, who had recently been troubled by issues among his comrades, it was a familiar scene.
“Leniyar, Your Highness. Did you perhaps make some progress?”
“Yes, whether it’s progress or not, it’s something worth watching. Others will probably come too.”
“Others? Do you mean…”
It was undoubtedly referring to Ludmilla and Maya Eldred.
The two who had declared with fierce determination, more so than the word extreme could describe, that they would find Khan. The divide in opinion had led to a somewhat cold war among the remaining comrades, which was Leo’s fundamental headache.
“If those two are interested, it’s big.”
“Indeed it is. Apparently, a dimension gate has popped open. The witch will have to come to know where it leads, though.”
“A dimension gate!”
Leo straightened his back instantly, even while purifying a demon’s corpse. It was indeed a serious matter—a dimension gate?
“Could it be the benefactor again—?”
“We don’t know yet. The gate just opened. I’m here to find out. Are you coming?”
Nod.
It wasn’t Leo but Aries, who had been silently sulking, who answered Leniyar’s question.
“You should. It’s been a while since I saw those irritating faces.”
***
When Maya Eldred opened her eyes, a sleek black egg filled her sight.
“What is this?”
Even a man of considerable courage might have been startled by the situation, but Maya asked without any sign of movement. It was as if her voice had been stripped of all emotion, sounding utterly indifferent.
Anyone could see how unusual this scene was. However, her opponent was no ordinary entity either. He was none other than Esperus, the Scion of the Arch Demon.
“Hmm. It seems you were too deeply immersed in the traces. I didn’t think you would still not notice.”
“……”
“Open your senses again, Maya. You might feel something.”
Having completed her original task, Maya pulled Reletalrasa, now a crude and solid spear, from the ground and nodded.
Then, quite literally, her senses opened.
Her consciousness extended beyond the desert where she was located, spreading across the entire dimension known as Midland, cramming her mind with a flood of information.
And what she felt was that so much had changed.
She had been so deeply immersed in the remnants of the divine presence of Khan, and in the traces left at the moment he descended into the Arch Demon world’s realm, that she had forgotten the passage of time.
“How many years have passed?”
“Five years. You must remember when the Beast God followed the Great Warrior to Hoarfrost Gorge three years ago…”
“What about the other demons?”
“Well. It’s a similar pattern. Rather than staying idle, they insisted on going to Khan’s territory to help with the work. They have endured for quite some time, given their warlike nature. Ah, Kurtank stayed behind. She seems to be trying something centered around this desert…”
“Why did you stay? It’s not of any benefit to you.”
Haha—
Esperus burst into laughter as if she had asked the most obvious thing.
“Because I’m curious. I want to know if my brother—Khan—has really disappeared like this. If not, did he really abandon all his comrades to return to his original homeland?”
“Our lord did not abandon us.”
“Don’t take it too unpleasantly. I’m just discussing possibilities. I, too, hope that my brother remains with us.”
Even Maya could tell that this wish was not purely born out of brotherly affection. It was merely curiosity. Curiosity about the process in which Khan had conquered the heavens and seized the laws of the world. Curiosity about what Khan had become after his disappearance.
‘Unfortunately, even Karyan doesn’t know what happened inside his sanctuary…. We can only ask him directly.’
However, she did not outwardly express this emotion. Instead, she informed him of the anomaly that occurred in the distant western mountains.
“Can you feel it now? The ‘passage’ that leads somewhere unknown? It seems that my brother’s comrades are also catching the scent and moving…”
It was a question asking if she would not go, and Maya responded by slowly moving her feet. Nonetheless, the resulting phenomenon was extravagantly chaotic, quite the opposite.
Swoooosh.
The holy power left by the God of Victory still sustained her as an transcendent being, and the aura of knights absorbed through Reletalrasa remained undiminished, even after the battle with the Arch Demon.
Maya was, in every sense, an undisputed contender for the strongest being on the continent.
The world warped, seemingly recoiling from her presence.
With every step she took through the void, the background changed, and in an instant, she crossed the empire’s border, entering the lands of the frontier kingdom. There, her senses detected an intrusion.
‘A barrier… Emperor Orion.’
It was then that Maya realized she had crossed into the territory of the Argon Kingdom.
The grand scale of the barrier magic that enveloped the kingdom’s border. Who else but Orion, now one of the three Arch Mages, could have cast such a spell?
And just as Maya noticed crossing the barrier, the barrier’s master, too, sensed the walking catastrophe’s intrusion.
『Maya. You’ve arrived.』
In the Argon Kingdom, there were numerous knight families. Among them was one that hadn’t even inherited a proper title or manor, yet was now receiving respect from the kingdom’s ruler.
If it had been the old Maya, she would have felt a sense of dissonance and shrugged at the thought.
“I’ll come right away.”
Just as Orion’s position had dramatically shifted from the crown prince of a frontier kingdom to being recognized next after Emperor Friedrick, Maya had become an undisputed strongest entity on the continent, known by those in the know.
Of course, her social status held no value for her now.
Thud.
For a crossing that took mere tens of minutes across the continent, her landing was modest. This underscored Maya’s incredible strength, and instantly, she drew everyone’s attention.
“Oh! Lady Maya has also arrived!”
Naturally, it was Ron who welcomed her first and with the greatest joy.
“Sir Ron.”
“It’s been so long since I last saw you! We barely had a chance to greet each other properly when you were exploring beyond the demonic lands last time…”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t have the capacity to.”
“I know, I know! I’m not blaming you or anything.”
Ron waved his hand dismissively, and Maya responded with a faint smile before her face returned to its neutral expression as she looked around.
Aries and Leo, who traveled across the continent slicing through demons, caught her attention first, alongside Leniyar who had been focusing intently on training in the mountains.
“A rare face has graced us.”
Ignoring the sarcastic Leniyar, Maya nodded her head humbly.
“Lady Elena.”
“Maya, it’s so good to see you like this.”
Among her comrades, Elena had become the busiest with her duties. Yet, Elena had left the papal headquarters and traveled all the way to the remote Western Great Mountains.
And finally.
‘Is that it?’
Maya’s eyes fell on the portal that had opened in the Western Great Mountains. Something mysterious, unknowable even to her senses, lay beyond it.
Since the divinity within her did not react, it seemed to be a random dimensional gate that had appeared by chance, rather than anything related to Khan.
“I thought you would arrive with Lady Ludmilla, but you’ve surprised me by coming with someone else instead”, Maya said, feeling a bit disappointed.
At that moment, the very person who had summoned everyone here appeared. He possessed the transcendental dragon’s power and, having overcome it, had unlocked his potential as an Arch Mage. It was Orion.
“I’ve only heard about you in stories, but this is our first meeting. How should I address you? Yoro? Esperus?”
“Either is fine. Strictly speaking, I am both.”
Somehow, Esperus had appeared right behind Maya and spoke nonchalantly.
“And as for Lady Ludmilla, it seems she is on her way.”
“…?”
Just as Esperus’ cryptic words ended, the mana around the mountains surged energetically.
Bayle, the swordsman who had been crouching in a corner, was startled, and Leo, who had been keenly observing the situation, grew tense, worried about potential conflicts among his comrades.
Aries stared into the void with an unchanging expression, and Ludmilla chuckled as she brought her hand near the hilt of her sword.
And then.
“Hmm. I didn’t expect such a gathering. I thought there was little interest when various conditions were added to the proposal to find him…”
Ludmilla appeared, and her presence alone made the area fall into silence.
“Isn’t that right?”
Although Ludmilla wore a bright smile, there was a darkness in her eyes as if facing a deep abyss.
This darkness wasn’t due to stepping into the realm of unknown magic but rather from the festering dark emotions accumulated over the past five years.
“Lady Ludmilla. But first, the dimensional gate”, Maya intervened.
“Ah, right.”
They hadn’t come prepared for a fight. Maya considered unraveling the mystery of the dimensional gate more pressing than petty power struggles. Ludmilla agreed, accepting Maya’s offer for a truce.
“Fascinating. It certainly appears to be a dimensional gate at first glance… but upon closer inspection, it’s completely different”, Ludmilla said, demonstrating her mastery over dimensional magic by easily analyzing the gate.
“Rather than a passageway, it would be more accurate to call it a ‘door’ that leads to an entirely different dimension. We can only learn more by venturing inside.”
Ludmilla’s conclusion was completely contrary to what had initially been expected. It was not merely a passageway or a portal of sorts; it was a dimensional gate in the truest sense of the word. Crossing it would not lead one to drift through some dimensional corridor but would directly drop them into another dimension.
“Perhaps… there might be only one opportunity. You go in, and then you come out. It seems to have been designed that way from the start. I wonder who created such a thing….”
Ludmilla speculated, her voice tinged with curiosity and frustration.
This was a dimensional magic that not even Ludmilla could replicate with her powers. If so, who was the hand behind the creation of this dimensional gate?
“If, indeed, this dimensional gate was made by someone’s will, wouldn’t that be a divine miracle?” someone suggested.
“Divinity? You mean the now defunct beings of the heavens?”
Esperus commented dismissively, to which Leniyar snorted, and the eyes of Elena, the Pope of the Divine Pantheon Church, twitched. However, the conversation did not escalate into a debate.
After all, everyone in this group had transcended the limits of mere mortals. Esperus himself, who had made the initial comment, was considered a divine existence in his own right.
“Haha… that’s not the point. I mean, a true God. If there was indeed an omnipotent Creator, then such a miracle wouldn’t be a difficult feat for them.”
Esperus clarified.
“A Creator… It’s a possibility.”
Ludmilla responded without much interest, quickly shifting the focus back to the subject at hand. Regardless of whether a God or a creator was involved, what mattered was if this dimensional gate could aid them in their objective.
“Who wants to go?” she asked.
A heavy silence descended upon the group. With the uncertainty of what lay beyond the gate, whether the person they were searching for was truly on the other side, making a decision was understandably tough.
“No one is being forced. Whoever wishes to go can go, those who don’t wish to, don’t have to.”
Ludmilla assured.
“Ludmilla is right. It’s unreasonable for all of us to go in.” one of the leaders agreed.
Indeed, the sheer stature of those gathered here spoke volumes. The Pope and Paladin Commander of the continent’s greatest religion, the sovereign of a nation, the master of the Sword Mountain, a crucial part of the empire—all of them disappearing at once could throw the already chaotic continent into complete disarray.
“I have already spoken to Jan. I told him not to interfere, even if something related to his brother is discovered. He understood and agreed. After all, he’s the Grandmaster of the Multicolored Tower.”
Ludmilla added.
“I-I can’t….”
Veil stammered.
“That’s okay, Veil. To be honest, I felt a bit guilty for dragging you along anyway.”
Ludmilla reassured.
“You knew that, yet…!”
“I will go. No matter where one goes, a guide is always needed.”
Ron declared decisively. Aries stepped forward naturally after Ron, and Leo bowed his head in a gesture of farewell.
“Don’t worry, go and come back safely.” he said.
“Yes.” she responded.
Watching this unfold, lenia scratched her head in frustration.
“Well, damn…”
In truth, she had no particular reason to take the risk. She and Khan had a complicated relationship; he wasn’t exactly her benefactor, but neither was he an enemy. However, her hesitation was brief.
It wasn’t just the atmosphere that swayed her decision, but also the knowledge that Sword Mountain would certainly fare well without her.
“The old man will handle it….”
Leniyar muttered, as she stood before the dimensional gate, offloading the responsibility to her master who could barely grip a sword.
More importantly, she didn’t believe that something going wrong would result in her death. Just a glance at those present reassured her. If anything, they were likely to decimate another dimension rather than succumb to it.
In such a sudden and spontaneous manner, the group to enter the dimensional gate was determined.
Ron and Aries, Ludmilla and Leniyar, and lastly, Esperus, who had possessed Yoro’s body.
“Aren’t you curious? About what lies beyond?”
Esperus mused. Regardless of his true intentions, it was clear he knew much. Even if he couldn’t wield his demonic powers, Yoro’s communication abilities would be highly useful in a dimension with different languages.
“I don’t know how long it will take, but I will guard this dimensional gate. Getting support from the Empire might also be a good idea.” someone suggested as they prepared for the uncertain journey ahead.
“Maybe Natrix is the most available person right now. Calling him would slightly improve the situation.”
At Ron’s words, Orion started to spread his protective barrier with a smile. As an Arch Mage, if he was directly guarding it, hardly any significant figure would be able to interfere with the dimensional gate.
“Uuuuunng!”
There was no grand farewell. Maya was the first to step through the dimensional gate, and at that moment, Khan’s divinity, which was intrinsic to her, reacted.
“We’re being drawn in.”
The appearance of the suddenly formed dimensional gate proved it was related to Khan, and before she could inform her companions, the gate sucked everyone standing before it.
Then, just as an awkward silence was about to settle among the remaining four, Orion’s expression suddenly changed, and a gigantic being emerged in the sky above the Great Mountain Range.
“Drake… Roswell?!”
Sensing familiarity from its form, Orion attempted to reinforce his barrier.
However, that being entered the dimensional gate quicker, as if it had swallowed everyone predetermined, and looking at the now-quiet gate, Orion let out a hollow laugh.
* * *
He had dreamed.
‘Sniff. It smells like a lonely old man…’
‘What’s that smell? It’s perfectly clean.’
‘You wouldn’t understand. There’s that peculiar something? Gloomy and musty.’
‘Nonsense.’
‘I’m serious!’
The voice of the only blood relative left in the world, heard for the first time in what seemed like an eternity, his memory of the last time almost hazy. At that moment, what came to mind was that the dream he was having was a nightmare.
‘I sometimes feel like I’m raising two kids.’
‘Hyungnim-in-law and niece?’
‘You and your brother-in-law.’
‘… Are you saying I’m worse than that rebellious teenager?’
‘Come on. Her rebellious phase didn’t even last half a year.’
The reason why a dream featuring his sister was a nightmare was straightforward. When deceased family members appear in dreams, that itself is the nightmare, what else could it be?
“Damn it…”
He muttered a curse out of habit, and his mind instantly became clear. The smell of the delivered food from last night’s mishap pierced his nose as soon as he got up, bringing back memories.
‘Is this depression?’
Like usual, he went to work, came back, browsed the internet, and opened a game. The problem arose when he started the game. The sudden overwhelming sadness was so intense that it felt like his mind was broken.
Even though he had downed several times more alcohol than usual, his body felt oddly fine except for having a nightmare. In fact, he felt more energetic than before, which was peculiar in a way equivalent to the intense sadness he had suddenly experienced.
Losing all enthusiasm, he gave up his regular exercises and fell into a rut of repetitive work and gaming.
“Guess I need to clean.”
He got up feebly, tidied up his room a bit, and prepared for work. As usual, he stood before the mirror to check his appearance.
“…?”
Again, a strange feeling surged within him. He wasn’t sure why but…
‘Something feels… awkward?’
His reflection felt unfamiliar, as though he was wearing someone else’s skin.
I had a powerful premonition that this wasn’t me, and this wasn’t where I was supposed to be. Entranced by some unseen force, I sat in front of the computer and turned it on.
“Midland Quest.”
A familiar title greeted me. The level-1 barbarian character I had created last night glared intensely at me, and instinctively, I reached out for the mouse.
Click. Click.
『Prologue, Warrior’s Trial』
─ Tradition of the Northern Frostvale. Pass the Warrior’s Trial.
─ Failure results in game over.
A notification for the prologue quest, which served as the tutorial, appeared. The rugged and muscular barbarian character, rendered in familiar graphics, slowly rose to his feet.
『From now on, the Warrior’s Trial begins───!』
『Roarrrrr!』
『Roar! Roar! Roar!』
“The Warrior’s Trial…?”
I shuddered just at seeing the words “Warrior’s Trial”, but what was even more unnerving was the sense of familiarity with a DLC quest I was supposedly playing for the first time.
I wondered if I might be dreaming, but decided to proceed with the game anyway. I had a strong premonition that this was what I needed to do, work be damned.
“Damn it. The balance is off.”
Swearing after just an hour of gameplay, I noted that while the barbarian had high base stats, the enemies in the tutorial had even higher stats. Worse yet, they usually appeared in groups. The lone enemies that did appear were orcs, formidable adversaries for my current level.
“This is fucked….”
After a chaotic struggle, I managed to kill a lone goblin. Though my stats were generally sufficient to handle a single goblin, those in the Frostvale, the setting of the DLC, were exceptionally tough.
To make matters worse, my character’s hunger meter dropped alarmingly fast. The only food in sight was the mashed remains of the goblin I had just defeated.
“Well, it’s not like I’m the one who has to eat it….”
Whether it was drinking goblin blood and risking bursting from the inside out, or eating raw goblin meat that was disgusting even to imagine, it didn’t matter since it was just a game character. After dealing with my hunger, I leveraged my experience to clear the tutorial.
However, no new quests appeared afterward.
“Do I need to leave the area?”
I wondered if the lack of quests was due to the DLC’s open-ended nature or because I hadn’t met certain conditions. Deciding to leave Frostvale, I figured staying among the crazed barbarian wouldn’t end well; I’d likely have to create a new character soon. Thus, I set out for Midland, leaving the Northlands behind.
Along the way, I encountered numerous vile and unsavory events, but the rule of “10,000 hours” applied even to a DLC I was playing for the first time. I thus journeyed through Midland as a barbarian named Gordi Khan.
Vvvv- Vvvv-
In retaliation for my unannounced absence from work, my merciless phone alarm interrupted my concentration. I simply turned it off.
“Damn mages.”
Life as a barbarian was harsh. Everyone was essentially an enemy, and hard-won comrades often had to be assumed traitors. What troubled me the most were the mages. While elite mages affiliated with the Mage Tower didn’t bother me, rumors spread among the unaffiliated ones that barbarian bodies were useful magical ingredients.
The moment rumors like “There’s a barbarian in some town?” spread, I had to deal with hordes of ravenous mages, facing multiple game-over threats.
“It’s going to be a bit tough without my NPC comrades…”
Even without any magic, or even mana, trying to solo-play in  with just a tank character wasn’t an easy feat.
Around the time when I started feeling the limits of solo play—
I made some truly trustworthy friends.
“My name is Tilly.”
***
I was betrayed by the comrade I trusted. Getting backstabbed by a mere game NPC?
In any other situation, it would have been absurd enough to blame myself, and naturally, I should have turned that traitor into experience points.
“…… Damn it.”
But I couldn’t. I couldn’t bring myself to kill the woman who had murdered my comrade.
‘Why can’t I do it, when it’s just an NPC?’
I didn’t know. So I ran away.
-As I kept retreating further and further down, I eventually reached a somewhat familiar area.
『Argon Kingdom』
Obviously, just because I was in a familiar place didn’t mean things were suddenly going my way. Hatred and disdain for barbarian were rampant no matter where I went on the continent, and through a single betrayal, I became even more insistent on solo play.
『Are you the notorious Executioner causing havoc recently?!』
Along the way, I encountered a female NPC who, for some reason, made me laugh just by looking at her. A mercenary NPC with the surname ‘Eldred’ attached to her name, wielding a spear.
『Are you the meat shield sent by Kal Elson?』
Perhaps still caught up in a teenage phase, she claimed to push everyone in the world aside with her twisted logic, as she called herself the ‘Witch of the Forest of Inverted Cross’, hunting down ogres.
『The most honored side has been promised to the anointed one. Aries.』
Fleeing from her, I headed west of the Argon Kingdom and came across a small paladin.
Later, I took down Darkin Perayas early, who would have otherwise emerged as the worst boss. This caused a quest clear alert to pop up, something I hadn’t seen for a while.
『Act 1, the Beginning of the Journey』 – Clear!
─Clear Reward: Blood Vessel, Darkin Perayas’ Research Journal, survival Instinct (B).
─The effect of the Ancient Bloodline raises the Survival Instinct (B) rank. Acquired Unyielding Will (A).
And then—
『Act 5, the Horn of War』
─Failure will result in the empire completely losing influence over the southwestern continent.
─Difficulty will change based on clearing Act 4, the main quest.
─The quest was cleared through unauthorized intervention, the reward is changed.
─Current Difficulty: Nightmare
─Difficulty change to Hell.
─The difficulty is impossible to clear. The reward is enhanced.
─A new ending is unlocked.
“What the hell is this.”
Days of playing the game without eating or sleeping.
A bizarre quest alert popped up.
“A new ending?”
Is this the hidden ending that was added as DLC?
Though I wasn’t sure what it meant, the idea of an impossible-to-clear difficulty felt extremely ominous.
The difficulty level of Paradise was already insane, and now something even higher…?
***
I had lost track of how much time had passed.
After Act 5, even the quests had stopped updating. It felt like it was a punishment for deviating from the preset path.
Doubt crept into my mind.
Was I really playing a game? Was this actually a game? Was I still trapped in a nightmare…?
A gnawing sense of unease tormented my mind. But my fingers continued to move, and the character on the monitor gripped an axe.
She was an overwhelmingly powerful final boss.
I knew I was running towards my own death.
Fear made my hand, which held the mouse, tremble, but I tried hard to conceal it.
And finally.
『And I… don’t trust mages’s words.』
When I succeeded in splitting the final boss’s skull, my entire body felt drained of energy, leaving me exhausted.
It was the ending.
And then, a message appeared before my eyes.
『Do you really want to reset everything?』
『Y/N』
There was a choice.
I already knew what consequences this choice would bring.
I would live through the cycle again like a machine, without any purpose or meaning.
Knowing this, I made my selection.
I chose, fully aware that all my past journeys would dissipate like dreams.
But too many had died. The destruction accelerated by the Executor had nearly scraped the world’s origin to the bottom.
The origin’s remnants were insufficient to fulfill my wish.
And then I remembered.
If it wasn’t enough, I could fill it up.
The origin—there was more than enough within me.
Click—
『Y/N』
Even as I clicked the mouse, there was no hesitation.
Would I now forget everything and return as a chubby office worker on Earth—a non-savage?
Static.
That was when it happened.
The screen before me distorted like a mosaic and then transformed into a black hole-like void.
Startled by the supernatural phenomenon, I instinctively adopted a stance as if gripping the axe.
Just like my in-game character.
And then, I burst into laughter.
“Doing something so pointless….”
I didn’t know why I laughed.
Maybe it was because I realized the game I just played wasn’t fake, but a bizarre stage-play acted out by them.
They didn’t even know how ridiculous they looked, awkwardly pretending to be NPCs, replaying the same scenes tens, hundreds of times beyond the black hole.
Maybe I laughed at myself for getting drunk on the cheap sentiment, thinking I had become a hero who saved and sacrificed for the world. Or perhaps, I was relieved that it wasn’t all a dream.
I wasn’t sure, but one thing was clear.
I was no longer a pot-bellied middle-aged office worker.
I am a Barbarian in a Failed Game.
-The End-
TL’s Corner:
I don’t know what to feel. It feels bittersweet.
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